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BOOK ONE

 


Human Clay

 


…the Lord God formed the man
from the dust of the

ground and breathed into his nostrils the
breath of life,

and the man became a living being.

………..Genesis, 2:7, The Holy
Bible

 


 


Setting: Nickleby, a young schoolmaster in
Victorian England has unwittingly taken a job in a brutal northern
boys’ school. He meets the most impoverished and mistreated of the
boys, Smike, lamed by a clubfoot. To prevent Smike from receiving
yet another violent beating from the school’s owner, Nickleby
thrashes the school’s owner, rescues the boy and runs away. After a
night in a cheap boarding house, Nickleby awakes to find Smike
hiding in his room, having followed him from the school. Smike
kneels to him.

 


 


“‘Why do you kneel to me?’
said Nicholas, hastily raising him.

“To go with
you---anywhere---everywhere---to the world’s end--to the
churchyard grave,” replied Smike, clinging to his hand. “Let me, oh
do let me. You are my home---my kind friend--- take me with you,
pray.”

…………Charles Dickens, from Nicholas
Nickelby (1839)
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Chapter I

 


The Trouble With Boys

(Christmas Eve 1986)

 


“Trouble me; disturb me with
all your cares and your worries.”

Trouble Me

……….As performed by 10,000
Maniacs

 


 


The light flurries of the first snow of
December in New York City had just begun to change into the
predicted snowstorm as the Lenox’s town car pulled up to one of the
most fashionable addresses on Central Park West. As the chauffeur
opened the back door of the car, Evelyn Lenox appeared in her usual
flourish of mink, not bothering to wait for her husband, and
pranced regally to the front door to ring the bell. A tall,
shapely, blonde woman of about forty opened the door wearing a
cobalt-blue cocktail dress with a short ruffled train.

“Annette, Dahling! You look absolutely
divine. From the look of those sparklers I’d guess Santa has been
good to you. You must have been a very good girl this year,” she
said to her hostess with an intentional air of affectation common
among her circle of friends, the talent-less wives of ridiculously
wealthy men entrenched for generations like the Chanel-robed
gargoyles on Fifth Avenue, Central Park West and the Upper East
Side.

Annette Edgeworth just batted her eyes
dramatically in the doorway, exaggeratingly stroking the enormous
blue diamonds hanging from her neck and ears. “Yes, Dahling. And
you can believe I’ve earned every carat, with Jack leaving his
filthy clothes all over the house for eight out of every twelve
months and touching me with his dirty hands; you better believe I
did,” Annette replied, imitating Evelyn’s voice pattern measure for
measure as they gave each other air kisses on each cheek.

“Really dear, you should have added it
to your invitations: black tie required, sunglasses recommended,”
Evelyn said, and they laughed together as Evelyn dropped her ton of
mink on the arm of the brown-skinned maid she didn’t bother to
acknowledge before taking Annette’s arm to walk into the
marble-columned entry hall, her husband, Oliver Brant Lenox, a
smallish graying man old enough to be her father trailing dutifully
behind them. “Dior?” Evelyn whispered quietly into Annette’s ear as
they strolled.

“Oh, this old rag? Valentino, dear,”
Annette replied, and they laughed again.

As the two women walked into the dining room
set with a feast befitting the Royal family, Evelyn spied Jack
Edgeworth on the opposite side of the room near the set of terrace
windows overlooking the park, making hasty greetings to the guests
until she reached the windows. “Merry Christmas, Jack,” she said
lowering her voice to an almost sultry purr.

“Merry Christmas, Evie,” he said,
barely taking his attention from the storm brewing outside. “How
nice of you to come. I’m sure Annette is thrilled.” Determined to
have all of his attention, Evelyn took Jack’s hand and stood next
to him to look out the window, but not before looking down at it to
see that it was certainly not dirty, manly and rough, yes, from
twenty years of digging in deserts around the world. After all, he
was one of the country’s foremost archaeologists, not a crusty old
dilettante like Oliver.

She looked up at him to see Jack’s patrician
features made rugged from years of working in the sun contrasting
against the panels of silver hair at his temples and thought to
herself that she would crawl over Annette Edgeworth’s dead body to
have him instead of that increasingly decrepit and endlessly
tiresome husband of hers, but Jack paid no attention.

Jack only seemed to notice her when he
went to look down at his watch and had to make her release his
hand. Where is he? He should have been here
by now, he thought to himself and went back to staring
at the storm rapidly intensifying into a blizzard. After a few
minutes, Annette joined them by the window.

“Jack, we do have guests for the
evening. Remember?” she said with her hands on her
professionally-toned hips, annoyed.

“Yes, dear,” he answered absently, and
turned to join the group of twenty or so of her guests, just then
beginning to seat themselves around her enormous Louis XIV dining
table.

The next time he looked at his watch it
was almost fifteen minutes later. Where is
he? he thought. That was when the little voice in the
back of his mind told him, Something’s
wrong, and kept repeating itself to him over and over
for the next ten minutes until he knew in his heart it was telling
him the truth.

He left the table and went into the kitchen,
dialing the servants’ wall phone nervously. When he heard the
answering machine pick up, panic welled up inside him. He went back
to the table mechanically and excused himself politely to those
seated on both sides of him, then headed for the entry hall.

“My overcoat, Mimi, if you don’t mind,”
he said in Spanish to the small, brown-skinned woman dressed in the
standard black-and-white maid’s uniform.

“Si, Senor Edgeworth. Aqui,” she
replied, smiling and nodding as she handed him his black winter
overcoat. She always appreciated the fact that he spoke to her
respectfully in her own language, unlike Mrs. Edgeworth, who seemed
to believe that if she spoke louder in English, her
Spanish-speaking maid would understand her better.

“And please tell Mrs. Edgeworth that
I’ve gone out and will be back as soon as…” Before he could finish
his sentence, he heard Annette’s voice call to him from the other
end of the corridor.

“Where are you going?” she asked, as
close to rushing as she ever got.

“I have to go out, Annette,” he said
hurriedly.

“What could be so important that you
would leave your guests and your family to go out on Christmas
Eve?” she asked, almost shouting then stopped to think for a
second. “You’re going to that boy again aren’t you? You’re leaving
me with a house full of guests to go to that…boy.” The distain in
her voice made him angry, but Annette didn’t give him time to
answer. “I’ve held my tongue until now about him, Jack, but enough
is enough. He’s not your problem and he’s certainly not mine. For
the life of me, I just don’t understand what kind of hold he has
over you.” She paused to think again for a moment, her hands on her
hips then raised her head, her eyes aglow with the dawn of an
original thought. “You’re in love with him, aren’t you? That’s it,
isn’t it?” she hissed at him.

He stopped dead in his tracks, shaken by the
incredible selfishness of her accusation.

“Why you blistering bitch! The fact
that you would even ask me that after twenty years of marriage
shows how very little you know me,” he said turning to glare at
her, the color of years of restrained fury at allowing himself to
be taken for granted by her for so long coming up in his face,
“…and after all I’ve done for you: loved you, taken care of you,
that’s the best you can come up with? But I guess that’s what it’s
always been about for you, what I could do for you, being Mrs. Jack
Edgeworth of Park Avenue instead of just my wife. Did you ever love
me? I don’t suppose so. Sometimes I wonder if you even have a pulse
anymore.”

He stopped then, his little voice
speaking to him again, shouting, Something’s terribly wrong. Hurry. Another bolt
of urgency shot through him. “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” he
said, pointing his finger at her commandingly, direct, cold,
staring her straight in the eye, “…and we’ll talk about this
then.”

“Jack,” she said, grabbing his arm. “If
you walk out that door now, I’m taking the girls and I’m leaving.
I’ve had enough.”

“Well, that goes for the both of us,”
he said, yanking his arm away from her roughly. “And as for the
girls, you took them away from me the day they were born, spoiling
them rotten, teaching them that I was nothing more than a fat
wallet held by…dirty hands,” he sneered and walked out the door,
slamming it behind him, leaving her with her mouth agape and
realizing she’d finally overstepped herself.

Jack Edgeworth was never a man to be
threatened…by anyone.

A yellow cab was cruising by just as
Jack rushed to the curb, his hand out. The snow was coming down so
heavily by then that the driver was going slow enough to pull over
right where Jack stood. He jumped in. “A Hundred and Tenth and
Fifth, and there’s a fifty in it for you if you hurry. Please
hurry. It’s important,” he told the driver, blood coursing wildly
in his veins, his little voice repeating over and over,
Something’s wrong, something’s wrong, SOMETHING’S
VERY TERRIBLY WRONG!

“Yes, sir,” the driver replied and tore
off, leaving a shower of muddy snow flying in the air.

As soon as the cab pulled up to the corner of
a Hundred and Tenth and Fifth, Jack jumped out, flinging a fifty
dollar bill at the driver and shouting “Thanks” back over his
shoulder as he ran the two houses down the block to the cheap,
five-story, student housing walk-up.

He flew up the front steps three at a time,
jamming the buzzer furiously when he reached the top. A short,
round, balding man in a gray superintendent’s outfit came to the
door, scratching his head sleepily. “What is it?” he groaned as he
opened the door.

“I’m Dr. Edgeworth, from the college.
Something’s wrong up in 5E. You must know the young man. I may need
you to help me get in,” Jack shouted, his panic growing every
second as he leapt up the stairs, the building super lagging behind
him. “Hurry, man!” Jack yelled back over his shoulder. “It’s an
emergency.”

Jack reached the door of 5E first, banging
wildly with his fist, “Mitchell! Mitchell! It’s Dr. Edgeworth. Are
you in there? Please let me in!” No response. By then the super was
behind him clumsily jangling the ring of keys in his hand. Jack
kept banging. “Please, Mitch. Let me in.” Still no response.

In the brief silence that followed, Jack
heard strains of music coming from underneath the door, recognizing
it immediately, Melanie Woodward’s Christmas song, ‘Poor in New
York at Christmas.’

“Oh no, no. Please, my boy, no!” he
mumbled to himself, adrenaline shooting though his body like a
raging river, his panic peaking into a flood. “Help me, man. Help
me. Now!” he shouted at the bewildered super. The two men butted
their shoulders against the door and began slamming. The first time
it didn’t budge. The second time, it bowed and shook. The third
time it burst open, splinters flying everywhere. They were
in.

The inside of the tiny college apartment was
almost completely dark except for a small table lamp on a desk in
the far corner by the window, casting a dim, shadowy light on
travel posters of ancient ruins from all over the world. Jack
scanned the room looking for some sign of the boy, focusing on the
only other light in the room, from underneath the closed bathroom
door. “Oh God, no, please, no!” he cried to himself as he threw
himself at the bathroom door.

The lightweight, hollow door flew open.
Jack’s mind scattered at what he saw, dashing itself in every
direction for what to do. Instinctually he leapt to the boy’s body
in the water-filled bathtub, unconscious, blood pumping from a deep
gash in his right wrist, a puddle of it forming on the white tile
floor, an empty pill bottle having rolled a few inches from the
outstretched arm.

Jack’s mind exploded into overdrive as he
pulled the boy’s naked body, not yet twenty-one, from the tub onto
the cold tile floor, his long dark hair covering his face; frail
and thin from what must have been weeks of starving himself.

Jack cradled the boy’s pale body in his arms,
taking only the time to pull the silk tie from around his neck and
tie off the area above the gash in his wrist to stop the bleeding
before covering him with a towel from under the sink. Looking back
to the stunned super standing in the doorway, his eyes crazed with
urgency, he bellowed, “Don’t just fucking stand there! Call
9-11!”

As the super ran to use the phone, Jack held
the boy close to him like a baby, mumbling and crying to himself,
“Oh no, please, my brilliant boy, please no, no,” as if he were
gently rocking him to sleep to the sound of Melanie Woodward’s
‘Poor in New York at Christmas’ playing over and over in the other
room.


Chapter II

 


MITCHELL

(March 2006)

 


Well the years start coming and they don't
stop coming. Fed to the rules and I hit the ground running. Didn't
make sense not to live for fun. Your brain gets smart but your head
gets dumb. So much to do, so much to see. So what's wrong with
taking the back streets. You'll never know if you don't go. You'll
never shine if you don't glow. Hey now you're an All Star, get your
game on, go play. Hey now you're a Rock Star, get the show on get
paid. And all that glitters is gold Only shooting stars break the
mold.

All-Star

……..As performed by
Smashmouth

 


 


The knocking got louder on the door of
apartment 7D of the Dakota apartment building on Central Park
West.

“Dr. Bramson! I know you’re in there.
Please, wake up!”

Silence at first, then a shuffling sound from
the other side of the door followed by the click of a turning lock.
Simon Holly shuffled his feet waiting nervously, the weight of the
metal brace on his right leg telling him that he should have waited
for the elevator instead of deciding on the stairs in haste.

The door opened a crack. A gruff, garbled
voice came from the other side. “Whaddaya want, Simon? Come on,
it’s my day off and I have a screaming hangover. Let me sleep, will
ya?”

“Dr. Edgeworth wants you to come to the
museum. Now! He’s been trying to call you all morning and when he
couldn’t reach you he sent me over to get you,” Simon said humbly.
He’d rather die than ever offend the man who meant everything to
him.

The chain rattled and the door opened slowly.
Behind it was a man’s figure in an L.L Bean Stewart plaid robe; a
pair of puffy, blood shot eyes squinting from the bright hallway
light as they glared at him through a mass of uncombed
chestnut-colored hair.

“Okay, come on in,” Mitch grumbled,
putting his hand on the boy’s shoulder and pulling him in. Even a
hangover as gruesome as his couldn’t help but edge itself over into
fond affection when he saw those big, innocent, dark-blue eyes
staring at him through those big floppy black curls, reminding him
how sensitive Simon could be when it came to him. “Okay, what
exactly is it about the tenth century that can’t wait until I come
back to work tomorrow?” he asked jokingly, rubbing his throbbing
head with his hand, his mouth feeling like it was stuffed with
three thousand year old cotton linen with the mummy still intact.
“Don’t answer that. Just do me a favor and go put on a pot of
coffee…and bring me some Advil from the bottle by the microwave,
will ya? I’m gonna jump in the shower and try to scrub off last
night,” and headed toward the bathroom.

“Yes, sir,” Simon replied nervously,
anxious as always to please him, and went in the opposite direction
toward the kitchen.

A few minutes later, Simon was knocking at
yet another door. “Dr. Bramson, I have your coffee and Advil here,”
he called through the door.

“Come on in,” the voice called back
out. Simon opened the door and entered the steam-filled
room.

Stunned to see his intellectual and personal
hero standing there naked, carefully drying his shoulder-length
hair with a towel so as not to pull out the thick gold hoop
earrings he had in each ear, Simon’s natural modesty made him turn
his eyes downward immediately. But not before noticing that Dr.
Mitchell Bramson, the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s wunderkind of
medieval art history and archaeology, had three-quarter sleeves of
the soldiers and knights, horses and ships of the Bayeux Tapestry,
the almost one thousand year old textile depicting William the
Conqueror’s invasion of England in 1066, tattooed on each of his
well-worked arms.

Thoroughly embarrassed, but strangely
fascinated by the spectacle he’d just witnessed, Simon stood there
holding out the coffee cup and waiting for his next instruction.
“Well, give it here, boy. I won’t bite-cha,” Mitch said smiling as
he reached out for the cup with one hand, holding the other hand
out for the Advil. Simon handed them to him, his eyes still
focusing on the floor.

“Yes, sir,” Simon said shyly, blushing
furiously and turning quickly to leave the room to avoid being seen
that particular shade of red. “Is there anything else I can get
you?”

“Nah, just go have yourself a cup and
take a load off. I’ll be out in a minute.”

Mitch came out of the bathroom a few minutes
later, a towel wrapped around his waist, and went into his bedroom,
talking as he went. “I’ll be dressed in a few…and don’t be so
nervous,” he said kindly, realizing out of the haze of his hangover
that Simon was not an average kid, and that he’d just embarrassed
the shit out of the young man.

“B…b…b…but Dr. Edgeworth said it was
important,” Simon stuttered, heading back toward the kitchen, still
not having quite recovered from the unexpected peep show he’d just
witnessed.

“Well, whatever the old man wants must
have already waited for close to a thousand years by now, so I
don’t think half an hour will kill him,” Mitch called out through
the open door of his bedroom and chuckled, amused by his own
cleverness. Simon laughed too, as he watched the smoke starting to
rise from the toaster, signaling that the bread he’d put in was
just charred enough to satisfy Dr. Bramson’s hangover craving. It
always made him feel connected to do little things like that for
his hero, and to be one of the few people who could appreciate most
of Mitch’s obscure insider jokes.

“I don’t know about that, Doctor,”
Simon called back. “I know he was on the phone with someone named
Cotswold in London when I got in at seven-thirty this morning and
was acting very…agitated. He’s been ordering me about like a 17th
century pirate ship swabby since then, and when he couldn’t reach
you by phone, I thought he’d pull his hair out…or mine,” Simon
said, clumsily attempting an insider joke of his own as he
slathered a half an inch of butter onto the charred toast, still
not being able to tear his mind away from the visual of the Bayeux
tattoos.

“Oh, for God’s sake!” Mitch grumbled as
he came out of the bedroom dressed in beat-up old jack boots, jeans
and a baggy white Polo Oxford shirt. “Come on. Let’s go see what
all the fucking hubbub is about,” he said, grabbing the knee-length
green Macintosh rain coat he’d gotten in Scotland on his last trip
off the coat hook.

When he turned to look behind him, Simon was
standing in the kitchen doorway with his blackened toast on a sheet
of paper towel. Mitch’s heart tugged at the wide-eyed boy holding
his hands out to him with his favorite remedy like a burnt
offering, reminding him again that Simon was no ordinary kid and
making him regret the gruff greeting he’d given him when he came to
the door.

Mitch took the toast, shoved a piece hungrily
into his mouth and gave Simon a slight nudge with his elbow,
smiling gratefully. “Come on. We’d better get going before the old
man goes all apoplectic,” he said, heading out of the door. Simon
Holly, blushing and smiling, trailed behind him like a spaniel
puppy, just a lame one with a hunk of metal on one leg.

***

The light drizzle of late March in New York
City splattered their faces as they worked their way up the massive
front steps to the entrance to New York’s Metropolitan Museum of
Art and went through the door.

“Good morning, Dr. Bramson,” the
black-skinned security guard said as they rushed up to
him.

“Good morning, Zolan. Lovely weather
we’re having, isn’t it?” Mitch asked the guard, smirking
sarcastically, having sufficiently recovered from his antics of the
night before to at least attempt a game face.

“Yes, sir,” Zolan answered, smiling
back devilishly. After so many years of watching Dr. Bramson come
through those doors, he knew enough to know the doctor had been out
raising holy hell the night before. “Dr. Edgeworth’s been calling
down here every five minutes to ask if you’ve come in yet. I’ll
call him and let him know you’re on your way,” Zolan said, picking
up the phone.

Zolan had always admired Dr. Bramson.
It wasn’t easy when you’re born to be wild, and the man just
couldn’t help it. It took quite a man to dare to be that way in the
museum world and succeed the way he had, not only managing to make
people respect him for it, but for making them like him for it. He
always had them stuck-up rich white folks and overeducated
smart-ass types eating right out of his hand. You go, Man! Zolan thought, as he watched the
wave of the green Macintosh disappear into the elevator, followed
closely behind by a mop of big black curls.

When they arrived outside of Jack Edgeworth’s
office, they stood for a moment watching him through the glass
wall, gesturing frantically with his hands and shouting into the
speaker phone, both very out of character for the museum’s usually
self-possessed Director of Antiquities.

Jack’s voice was so loud, they had no problem
divining that he was shouting in dollars. Mitch and Simon looked at
each other and shrugged. Smiling, Simon motioned with his hand that
Mitch should go first. One quick knock stopped the shouting.

“Come in,” Jack Edgeworth called out
through the closed door. He’d already cut off his call and was
directing all his attention toward them as they came in.

Jack Edgeworth was a tall man, over six foot,
still robust but thinning with age. His deep-set brown eyes and
aquiline nose supported gold horn-rimmed glasses giving him an
Icabod Crane sort of look. About sixty-five years old, but giving
away no more than fifty-five, he always joked that his long years
surrounded by natron working in the Egyptian tombs as a young man
kept him appearing so well preserved.

“Where the hell have you been,
Mitchell? I’ve been trying to get hold of you all morning. Out
catting around all night and making a holy show of yourself again,
I suppose,” he said, shouting again but smiling wryly to himself
with a glimpse of twinkle in his eye. He’d learned long ago that he
could never really be angry at his former charge and current
colleague. He just took a deep breath and started again. “Simon,
would you excuse us, please? Dr. Bramson and I have some important
business to discuss. But don’t go far. I may still need
you.”

“Yes, Dr. Edgeworth,” Simon replied,
leaving the room hesitantly and closing the door behind him. He
didn’t want to leave. He wanted to know what it was all about, too.
Especially if it concerned Dr. Bramson. No, he wouldn’t go very far
at all; only around the corner from the door, as a matter of
fact.

Once the door was shut, Jack motioned with
his hand for Mitch to be seated before sitting down himself. “Well,
now that I finally have you here, we have a great deal to talk
about, Mitchell,” he said after taking another deep breath. Mitch
knew he was in for a good talking to about something. Jack only
called him “Mitchell” when it was serious.

“I’m listening, Jack,” Mitch replied,
having also learned long ago that Jack would never really hurt him;
content to let the old man take a run at him.

“I’m sending you on an assignment in
the field,” Jack said calmly, but inside preparing himself for the
anticipated contest over the issue.

“Assignment? In the field? I don’t
understand. I’m just about to put the finishing touches on my
Charlemagne show for the Spring Gala. I can’t leave now. You’ve
gotta be kidding, Jack,” Mitch protested, gearing himself up for
the contest. These Gala openings were his babies, his moneymakers
for the Museum.

“I’ll finish it myself…Dave Allard and
me. It’s almost done anyway, you just said so yourself,” Jack said
calmly. “This assignment is more important, both to the Museum and
to your career. You’ve had your own department now for more than a
few years, Mitch, and you haven’t published a thing. Yeah, yeah, I
know that this whole ‘enfant terrible’ thing you’ve got going for
yourself has gotten a lot of publicity for the museum and raised a
fortune in charitable contributions,” Jack said, waving Mitch’s
explosion off, “…but I didn’t hire you to be a goddamn high society
circus act, money or no money; and it’s about time you earned your
keep academically, so to speak, and mine…for posterity,” he said,
the calm in his voice beginning to give way the underlying
stress.

Mitch opened his mouth to raise an objection,
but before he could, Jack held up his hand in a ‘Stop right there’
motion setting Mitch back a pace. Not even the tortures of the
Inquisition could ever make Mitch disrespect the old man. He just
threw up his hands and kept his mouth shut.

Jack went on. “I’m not finished, yet. Now,
I’ve fostered and indulged you gladly, like you were my own errant
son for almost twenty years now because…well…just because…,” he
said, shaking his finger at Mitch, flustering. “But don’t think for
a second that I’m not aware that you’ve also spent those years
stomping around the clubs like a teenager and ravaging every
redhead in Manhattan. You’re going to be forty years old soon, for
God’s sake, and those days are over, my boy,” Jack said, jabbing
his finger at him. “It’s time you took your rightful place, the
place I’ve prepared for you, in the academic community of this
institution.”

Mitch just sat there, his mouth agape. “I
don’t understand, Jack. Where the hell is this coming from?” he
asked, completely mystified, his hands held up, bewildered.
“Preparing myself for what?”

“There could never be anyone else who
could ever succeed me here when I retire…or die. You’re my heir.
I’ve always known it and so have you; and I’m going to see that it
happens, and that time is now. I’m sending you to England to
investigate a newly discovered site that, if it turns out to be
what I think it may be, will make you the Howard Carter or Heinrich
Schleiman of your generation, revered and studied by generations to
come. You think you’re a star now because you can take your shirt
off in public and show off those outrageous tattoos. You just
wait,” Jack spouted then stopped to take a breath, his face colored
with emotion.

“What the hell are you talking about,
Jack? Have the doctors told you something?” Mitch’s heart rose to
his throat. “Are you sick again…dying?” Mitch asked, his voice
quavering as he leaned forward, reaching slowly to rub the scar on
his right wrist, his gut wrenching with the prospect. If his mother
was the clay from which he was formed, then Jack was the sculptor
who had created him from that clay, and the solid rock base that
had given him his foundation ever since.

“No, I’m not dying—not yet anyway,”
Jack said, avoiding direct eye contact with Mitch, so that his
emotions wouldn’t get the better of him. “I fully intend to live at
least long enough to secure your place and your future both here at
the Museum and in the textbooks. I think I’m onto something big,
son. So big I wish I was thirty again, or even forty, so I could do
it myself. But I can’t and you can. I need you to live a dream for
me, Mitchell, our dream. It’s time,” Jack said, his tone gradually
changing from strict teacher to affectionate father.

“Okay, Jack. What’s it all about? The
Knights Templar? More burial mounds around Stonehenge? Or is it
that nonsense about Renne Le Chateau again?” Mitch asked with a
deep sigh of relief that Jack’s cardiologists hadn’t handed him a
death sentence. Relieved, he was more than willing to accept
whatever it would take to make ‘Papa’ happy. Mitchell Bramson could
never refuse Jack Edgeworth anything…not ever.

Jack was like a father to him…more than a
father because Jack’s fondness for him was one of choice rather
than biology. From the day they first met, there had never been any
doubt that they would get on like bandits. He loved having Jack’s
undivided attention and unconditional approval; the honor of being
hand fed a lifetime of rarified knowledge by a Master; coddled and
stroked like he was some rare and precious creature that Jack had
brought back from one of his more exotic adventures.

Mitch never even took the time to regret the
fact that he’d never met his own father. Then there was that “bad
patch” he’d gone through all those years ago, the one they never
talked about but always remembered whenever they look at each other
and had no need to speak.

Deep inside, Mitch couldn’t help but compare
everything Jack was to him with the fact that his own blue-blooded
bastard of a father let his grandmother, a Rose Kennedy in her own
mind, have the marriage to Mitch’s mother annulled before he was
even born. High-brow Boston stiff necks they were; bloodless was
more like it; and when their spineless golden boy of a son went
slumming on Bleeker Street and eloped with his mother, a
long-haired, hippy girl, and a folk singer of all things, the old
lady went insane.

When Jack’s arms opened up to him during that
‘bad patch,’ claiming him out of the void and caring for him,
teaching him and…loving him, he was like a font of life. When Jack
put his hand on Mitch’s shoulder, patted him on the back or hugged
him at one of their Gala triumphs telling Mitch how very proud of
him he was, Jack was his inspiration to achieve; why shouldn’t he
let his heart open wide to him in return? Why shouldn’t he want to
be like him, or be what he wanted?

Even when Jack scolded him, or shouted at him
for getting into all kinds trouble, the affection that was always
behind it made it almost a joy to take. Jack cared about him,
genuinely and unmistakably, and in all the years they’d know each
other, he’d never felt anything else from him.

He loved Jack, very much, for being the
strong, caring man he was, for doing all that he had done for him,
helping make him what he had become, one of the most respected
historical art scholars in the country, and all out of the kindness
of his heart, the generosity of his spirit, and the strength of his
humanity. He had learned how to be a man from Jack, his sculptor.
That’s just the way it was. No Contest. Fini!

It’s not like that fucking worm, Julian
Bramson the third would ever give a shit anyway. He had his own
useless icicle children from that iceberg he had married; cool
blond brothers he’d never met, or ever cared to. No, when all was
said and done and all the dust had settled, the essence of Mitchell
Woodward Bramson was to be introspective, thoughtful; an emotional
activist like his mother, the late Melanie Woodward, ‘60s folk
icon, famous for her ballad Through My Child’s Eyes and her
Christmas song, Poor in New York at Christmas and Jack I used to be
a ‘real’ Indiana Jones Edgeworth, passionate, fearless and yes,
daring…to live and be alive. These were the things that made Mitch
and Jack so much alike. For either of them to fear what others
thought would be allowing themselves to be controlled, and they
would never be controlled, neither of them.

Fuck convention! Fuck safe, and fuck
ordinary. Those were not part of Mitchell Woodward Bramson’s
physical or emotional make up, either through genetics or adoption,
and he shoved it up the blue-blood’s ass every chance he got, every
time he made the newspapers, whether it was for showing off his
tattooed muscles by dancing shirtless on the bar at a nightclub in
SoHo or opening the Museum’s Gala by shaking hands with the First
Lady of the United States. No, he would not be controlled, he would
succeed, and he would thank Jack every day of his life for
that.

Father. For you, Father.


Chapter III

 


DIGGERS

 


…told a story about a man
who is too afraid to fly so he never did land. Tell me did the wind
sweep you off your feet. Did you finally get the chance to dance
along the light of day? And head back to the Milky Way? And tell
me, did Venus blow your mind? Was it everything you wanted to find?
And did you miss me while you were looking for yourself out
there?

Drops of Jupiter,

………As performed by Train

 


 


“Alida, send young Holly in with some
coffee will you please?”

Jack buzzed out on his intercom. “Chess, Dr.
Edgeworth. Right away.”

“Thank you, Alida.”

Five minutes later there was a knock.

“Come in, Simon,” Jack called out
through the closed door. Simon appeared, carrying a tray with a pot
of coffee and cups. Smiling shyly, he put the tray down on the side
table next to the computer station. “Help yourself, Mitch. I’ll
have mine black,” Jack said, hinting that Mitch should prepare his
for him.

“Simon, gear up the computer for the
slide show Lord Cotswold sent over this morning so Dr. Bramson and
I can take a look at what he’s found. Would you please?”

“Yes, Dr. Edgeworth,” Simon said
dutifully, but inside he was shaking with the excitement of being
included in what was clearly something important going
on.

“Thank you. Simon. Could you excuse us
again, please?”

“Yes, of course, Dr. Edgeworth,” Simon
replied, visibly deflated by again being excluded from the
mysterious goings on.

“But don’t go far, Simon. We may need
you again shortly. Oh, and one last thing. You have completed your
doctoral thesis, haven’t you?” Jack asked the young man.

“Yes, Dr. Edgeworth,” Simon replied,
confused about what his academic status had to do with anything
going on in the office that day, but pleased for the attention
nevertheless.

“Thank you then, again, my soon-to-be
Dr. Holly,” Jack said, nodding respectfully and smiling at the boy.
Both excited and perplexed by Jack’s acknowledgment, Simon
awkwardly left the room, accidentally banging his leg brace against
the door on his way out, a muffled clanking thud. He turned
back…red faced.

“Sorry, Dr. Edgeworth.”

“Not at all, my boy. It’s alright,”
Jack said, waving it off fondly.

As soon as they were alone, Jack turned to
Mitch and motioned with his finger for him to take the helm at the
computer to start the slide show sent from London. The first image
was an aerial shot.

“Lord Neville Cotswold, a retired
colleague of mine from my old days at the British Museum, sent
these to me overnight. I’m sure you’ve studied his work,” Jack
said, looking seriously at Mitch who was bent over in his chair
examining the shot intently.

“Yes, of course. Lord Neville is a
giant in the field…like you are, but what is it?”

Jack took the compliment in hand and
continued. “Well, he says it’s the ruins of a medieval castle that,
up until a few months ago, had been part of a private estate held
by an old, aristocratic family for the last five hundred years.
Apparently, when the last of the family line died recently, the
property was divided for easy sale. It seems that a fish cannery or
some such nonsense bought this portion and when they went in to
level the area to build a canning plant, they came across it.
Neville got wind of it from an old friend in the local historical
society and sent some of his men out from the museum to take some
photos. He seems to think, from what he’s seen that the ruins, in
his opinion, date from around the eleventh century and were
probably built as a local stronghold for one of William’s noblemen
to monitor control over the area. Oh, I forgot to say, it’s in the
West Country—Devonshire to be exact—not far outside of Exeter,
which you know is one of the oldest cities in England.” While he
was listening to Jack speak, Mitch got back up out of the chair,
went over to the image and leaned in closer.

“Do we have any clearer shots?” he
asked, fascinated.

“Hit the button and you tell me. I’m an
old man. I don’t know anything about these machines,” Jack said,
laughing to himself. Mitch tapped the mouse and the image changed
to what was clearly a telephoto lens close up of a portion of the
ruin area, then tapped the mouse again, another view, then another,
and another.

“Lord Neville must be slipping,” Mitch
said confidently. “This thing predates William by at least two
hundred years, maybe more. Look at the foundation. It was built
over later, of course, but the foundation is the key; may even have
Roman origins. I can’t really tell without seeing it in person, but
what’s left of the block work and the overall scheme of the
structure is older than William. No doubt in my mind.”

“Well, Lord Neville may be slipping,
but I’m not. I agree with you, so I bought it,” Jack said
proudly.

“You bought it?” Mitch asked, his
eyebrows rising with the pitch of his voice at the offhandedness of
Jack’s statement.

“Actually, I bought it on behalf of the
Museum,” Jack said, smiling to himself.

“But why?”

“Well, the tuna company was going to
bulldoze it and Neville couldn’t afford to buy it himself. That’s
why he called me; so I could have a shot at it before the National
Trust could get involved. We all agree that it’s over a thousand
years old, and from the look of it probably more than half buried.
There’s no telling what treasures and knowledge may be under that
lovely greenery. Now think about it. The timeframe, the location…”
Jack said, his eyes gleaming with the kind of excitement Mitch
hadn’t seen in years.

“The location?” Mitch asked, still
stumped.

“Think about it, my boy. Clear your
head from last night and think. Tintagel, Glastonbury? The time,
the place…it all fits, or could fit at any rate.”

“Oh, you’ve gotta be fucking kidding
me!” Mitch said, throwing his head back incredulously. Jack shook
his head seriously. He was not kidding.

“Let me get this straight. You’re
sending me to England in the hope of finding proof of King Arthur?
Jesus Christ, Jack. I’ll be the laughing stock of our
world.”

“Or the next Howard Carter,” Jack said
in a tone that left no room for equivocation. He was not in the
least kidding. “If we can date the original underlying structure to
anywhere near the 5th century and if it’s in any way provable that
this place was even remotely connected to Arthur—a coin, a scroll,
a carving, anything to prove the existence of Arthur—then whatever
else lies underneath that turf becomes historically and
artistically priceless, not only in ticket dollars around the
world, but in prestige for the Museum and lasting academic fame and
security for you. It’s a gamble, but no one has to know what we’re
looking for but us. It would be my legacy to both of
you.”

“Come on, Jack, you’re talking like
you’re gonna fucking die, again. Don’t scare me like that,” Mitch
said with a deep sigh as he flopped back down in his chair,
winded.

“I am going to die someday, my boy.
Please do this for me, Mitchell. Do it for us, and everything we’ve
worked toward all our lives,” Jack said, looking deep into Mitch’s
dark green eyes, the outside corners turned slightly upward giving
them an oddly feline shape. His mother’s eyes.

“You are un-fucking-believable,” Mitch
answered, shaking his head and throwing up his hands in
surrender.

“Yes, I am,” Jack said, smiling like
the cat that just ate the canary, thinking to himself,
And so will you be, my boy, as they
sat in silence for a few moments to consider the
possibilities.

Outside, the soon-to-be new Dr. Simon Holly
couldn’t stand the suspense of being shut out any longer and
scrambled for a reason to get back in there. He decided the helpful
approach would be best and knocked on the office door.

“Yes, come in,” Jack called out. Simon
opened the door slightly and stuck his head in. “Is the slide show
working alright, Dr. Edgeworth? More coffee maybe?” he asked
innocently.

“No, we’re fine, Simon, but come in
anyway. I’d like to talk to you,” Jack said, waving him in. Simon
went in slowly, self-consciously trying to keep his braced leg from
coming into contact with anything hard to prevent another…mishap.
Jack looked back at Mitch. “I expect you’d like to take our Simon
with you to document the project?” he asked, already knowing the
answer.

Mitch and Simon were almost inseparable, like
an intel-lectual Batman and Robin ever since Mitch had discovered
Simon seven years earlier as a high school senior. Wherever
Mitchell Bramson was, one could be completely confident that Simon
Holly wouldn’t be too far away.

Mitch just nodded, still not quite having
absorbed all that he was agreeing to. Simon’s eyes went wide with
wonder; the implication of the question was more than he could have
conceived before knocking on the door.

Jack looked at Simon. “I’m sending Dr.
Bramson on an important excavation project, so it looks like you’ll
be going along to help and to keep an eye on him,” Jack said,
looking slyly from one to the other to ensure that the gist of his
comment wasn’t lost on either of them. “Ever been to England?” Jack
asked the young doctor, already knowing the answer.

“N…n…no, sir,” the young man stuttered,
his mind reeling, the hair on his arms standing up with the thrill
of it.

“Well you’re going now, so we’d better
get down to brass tacks. Time is of the essence. Go and get
whatever notebook or laptop…blackberry, blueberry, gooseberry, palm
parachute you need; whatever you young people use to write things
down on these days and come back ASAP. We’ve got plenty to do to
get the two of you ready for what needs to be done.”

Simon was out the door at a pace faster
than he’d ever moved before, the brace on his leg feeling light as
a feather for the first time in his life, thinking,
An excavation project and an important one, and
with Dr. Bramson, in England. Ohhhhhh, God! It can’t possibly get
any better than this! His head swam with it all so
that he had to struggle not to faint and make a fool out of
himself.

“God, I’ve become such a dinosaur.
Might as well send me out to pasture now,” Jack said, laughing to
himself and hitting the button on his intercom. “Alida, could you
come in for a moment, please?” he said into the box on the desk. A
moment later Jack’s newest executive assistant came in, a very
shapely, dark-haired, dark-eyed Latin woman of about fifty, smartly
dressed in bright colors. She stood by Jack’s side with an old
fashioned steno pad in her hand, then put the pad down on his desk
saying, with a light Spanish accent, “Jour tie is crook’d, Dr.
Edgeworth,” as she reached her hands naturally to his neck to
straighten it. Mitch smiled at him slyly, thinking,
You old seadog!

“Thank you, Alida, I don’t know what
I’d ever do without you,” Jack said, a slight blush coming into his
cheeks as he caught Mitch’s expression.

When Simon returned with his notebook, he
hesitated for a few seconds before pulling out a small black
plastic box, clicking a switch with his finger and sitting it down
on the corner of Jack’s desk. “A tape recorder,” he said shyly as
if expecting a frown from Jack. “…I don’t want to miss a thing,” he
said, shrugging and blushing slightly.

“Good boy!” Jack said with a wink.
Simon took a deep breath and let it out with a silent
Whew!

The remainder of the meeting went on, with
planning for payment of their house bills by the Museum in their
absence, considering they might be gone as long as three months or
longer. It was also agreed that Mitch would take Simon out and buy
him some real man’s work clothes suitable for digging and sifting,
mud and rain. Alida took careful notes regarding the financial
arrangements since she knew it would fall on her to follow them
through.

As the meeting closed, they all agreed to
meet back in Jack’s office in three days to iron out the remaining
details, travel arrangements, and coordination with Lord Cotswold
for the initial research to be done at the British Museum into the
background of the area. Alida left first, then Simon, leaving Mitch
alone with Jack. Mitch got up to leave and was almost to the door
when Jack took a deep breath and spoke, stopping him.

“He worships the ground you walk on,
you know,” Jack said sentimentally.

“As I always have you, Jack,” Mitch
replied quietly, his hair falling in front of his face as he turned
to go, feeling like an only child being sent off to school for the
first time alone as he shut the door behind him.


Chapter IV

 


JACK

 


One day Papa called me to his dyin' bed Put
his hands on my shoulders And in his tears he said, He said,
Patches I'm dependin' on you, son To pull the family through My
son, it's all left up to you. . .

Patches,

……..As performed by Clarence
Carter

 


 


Alone again, himself feeling very much like a
single father sending his only son off to school for the first time
alone, Jack turned in his chair to look out of his office window at
the drizzling, gray sky; a wave of memories washing over him. He
thought back to the first time he met Mitchell Bramson, a shaggy,
long-haired freshman in Jack’s “Introduction to Ancient Cultures”
class.

He wasn’t even supposed to be teaching first
years. He’d long been way beyond that, only teaching upper level
undergraduate and graduates classes. But when the dean came to him
telling him that one of the younger professors had gotten herself
pregnant and was getting married and moving to California, and
asked him to take just the one class to help out, Jack decided to
do it. He’d lost touch with really green students and thought it
might be fun. It wouldn’t be like he’d have to do a great deal of
preparation. In fact, he could practically do it with his eyes
closed, so why not?

Mitch stood out like a sore thumb on that
first day. It was the early eighties and the youth of the city had
gone Disco with slick clothes and way too much mousse. But not
Mitch, with his long, untamed, chestnut-colored hair, strings of
hippy beads, tie-dyed tee shirt and ripped, faded jeans; it was
like he’d fallen out of the sixties. The reason for it Jack
wouldn’t come to understand until much later.

Looking back it seemed that he knew Mitch was
different from the first time he opened his mouth. He knew Jack’s
work almost as well as Jack did himself, asked pointed, intelligent
questions and not only never seemed bored, but seemed to go out of
his way to liven the class up for the others, succeeding most of
the time, almost like a translator between the generations.

He knew he’d hit pay dirt with young Bramson
when he read his final paper; insightful, critical and analytical,
professional well beyond his eighteen years. But by then Jack had
already been unofficially mentoring the boy, having coffee to
discuss the fine points of Sumerian and Assyrian art, Jack’s
favorites, and going to museum specials all over the city.

They went on like that, stimulating each
other intellectually, for the next two years. Mitch gave Jack’s
life new interest, someone he could talk to who actually cared
about the same things, and Jack fed Mitch’s unquenchable thirst for
knowledge. He even arranged for Mitch to spend the summer between
his junior and senior years studying medieval art and architecture,
Mitch’s favorite, in the South of France with a former field
colleague.

As he sat watching the drizzle outside his
office window turn to pounding rain, Jack remembered how eagerly
he’d waited for the first class of his upper level course on the
Egyptian Valley of the Kings that September, just so he could see
how Mitch had made out in France. Of course he’d had many postcards
from Mitch, but Jack wanted to see the excitement in Mitch’s eyes
and the growth in his knowledge. But he never came. Jack was sorely
disappointed and waited anxiously for him at the next class meeting
later that week.

When Mitch didn’t attend that one either,
Jack got worried and went to the admissions office to ask about
him. The woman who ran the office, Janice Simpson, took him aside.
She’d had a call from Mitch a few weeks before telling her that his
mother was seriously ill and he wouldn’t be coming to classes for a
while. He called her again two days later to tell her that his
mother had died and he would need some more time off and would make
up his classes later, when he could.

Jack was floored, struck by guilt. Not once
in those years of talking of art and history had they ever
discussed Mitch’s family except in the vaguest terms. Seeing the
depth of sadness in Jack’s expression, Janice Simpson took him into
her office and pulled a newspaper from the side of her desk,
showing him the turned-back open page. There was a small article
and a large photograph of a young woman with long dark hair,
dressed in hippy clothes, sitting on a park bench with a guitar.
The caption read: “Sixties Folk Icon, Melanie Woodward, dies at age
43 of Bone Cancer.”

Jack sat down in the chair next to him and
read the article retracing the career of Melanie Woodward. At the
end of the article it listed her surviving relatives as “…her
sister, Marjaree Walsh, Dayton, Ohio; and her son, Mitchell
Woodward Bramson, Columbia University student, New York City. The
funeral will be held at Campbell’s Funeral Home, downtown
Manhattan.” Jack put his hand over his mouth, stricken,
“Oh…my…God.”

“Yes, I know,” Janice said, nodding and
wiping a single tear from her cheek, “Poor in New York at
Christmas. We’re about the same age, Jack. You remember that one
don’t you? From when we were young and thought we could change the
world?”

He nodded. He’d gone to see Melanie sing at
least a half dozen times himself, a lifetime ago down at the
Village Vanguard on Bleeker Street, when his own hair was long and
they were trying to stop the war and ban the bomb. And here he had
had her boy so close to him all this time.

He got up hurriedly and took out his wallet.
“Please do me a favor, Janice, call and send something special from
us,” he said and handed her a hundred dollar bill.

“Yes, of course,” she said, and he was
out the door.

When he arrived at Campbell’s, the
rooms were full to brimming with flowers and famous faces.
Everywhere he looked he saw a face that he could put a voice to
that made it famous. Leavin’ on a jet
plane, I don’t know when I’ll be back again…These times, they are a
changin’…The night they drove old Dixie down, and the bells were
ringin’…Has anybody here seen my old friend Abraham? Can you tell
me where he's gone? …It's love's illusions I recall. I really don't
know love at all.”

The place was jammed with folkies. He was
surprised to see that there were more than a few rock voices there
too, and even a few R&B and soul voices. It was a virtual Who’s
Who of late ‘60s and early ‘70s faces and voices.

As he made his way to the front of the
room he could see the casket, closed. God
what that disease must have done to that pretty face, those
beautiful green, feline eyes, he thought, remembering
her face as vividly as if he were still sitting at a table in that
dark, smoky club, a boy himself, all those years ago. His eyes
searched the room looking for Mitch and saw the back of a head
bowed in the first row, long hair neatly pulled back in a
ponytail.

Walking down the center aisle toward him, he
could only imagine what it must have been like for the boy to watch
her suffer and die that way. Having gone through his own mother’s
death only five years earlier with morphine drips, tubes, machines
and ‘do not resuscitate’ orders, he was as ready for the experience
as any forty-year-old man would be, but Mitch was just a kid, and
not just any kid. He had enough pure intelligence to know exactly
what was going on but none of the emotional maturity to handle
it.

As he approached, he saw that a woman with
long silken blonde hair had one arm around Mitch and was holding
his hand with the other. As he walked over to them, the woman
looked up, startling him. He knew that face and knew then where
Mitch had gotten his name.

Jack stopped before them. The woman gently
patted the boy’s back and got up, inviting Jack to sit down. He
nodded to her his thanks, asking, “Is there somewhere we can be
alone for a few minutes.” She smiled, nodding, then took Mitch by
the arm, leading them to a small room off the main corridor and
shutting the door behind her, left them alone.

He took the boy by the arm and sat down on
the small sofa placed there for that purpose. A moment later, Mitch
looked up at him. His eyes were swollen, his pupils dilated,
telling Jack immediately that he’d been sedated, but the soul
behind them…he would never as long as he lived forget the look in
those eyes. The boy was completely lost, wandering alone,
directionless in a vast desert of loneliness.

“You could have come to me, Mitch,” he
said quietly and before he realized it, the boy had thrown himself
into Jack’s arms, sobbing great, heartbreaking, heaving sobs of
grief on his shoulder. Jack caught him handily and held him
tightly. “It’s alright, son. You let it go and don’t worry. I’ve
gotcha,” he said, not knowing where the words came from. “I won’t
let you go.”

Jack’s eyes got as misty as the window he was
staring out of remembering that day, not only for what it had done
to Mitch, but what it had done for him and as he sat there staring
out of that window, the same feeling washed over him again. The one
that completed him as a man, because as he sat there in that tiny
room, holding that sad, sobbing boy, he realized it was the first
time he really felt like a father.

It didn’t matter that he had two daughters of
his own almost the same age. Annette had never really let him be a
father to them anyway. From the day they were born, she’d given
them everything and anything they ever wanted. In the almost
eighteen years of their lives, they never once needed him for
anything that mattered, and here was this brilliant, lost boy, his
whole world destroyed before he’d had the chance to become a man,
clinging to him for the strength and support…the love that only a
father could give, needing him desperately to be that for him, and
for the first time in his whole life Jack Edgeworth knew what he’d
been missing. He knew what it meant to be a father to a son who
needed him, and it was a feeling that would change both their lives
forever.

Later that evening Jack accompanied the boy
home with his Aunt Marj. He was amazed how much she looked like
Melanie, the same hair and eyes. They put the boy to bed, and sat
and had coffee; small talk at first, then after she’d guessed that
Jack really had more than just a passing interest in Mitch’s well
being, she began to tell him things, personal, intimate things
about Mitch’s life, and Melanie’s.

Marjaree’s face glowed as she told him how
very proud she was of her sister’s independence, and her spirit,
her courage in coming to New York City by herself to become a
singer. But then her expression changed from pride to sorrow when
she started to tell him about, what she politely called, “The
Bramson Matter.”

It seems that Melanie had developed quite a
loyal following among the young people who came to hear her sing,
not surprisingly the boys in particular. Jack, knowing inside that
he was one of them, kept it to himself.

She remembered getting her first letter from
Melanie telling her that she’d met “a special boy” named Julian
Bramson, a graduate student at Harvard. She told Jack that Melanie
had known him for over a year before she found out that he was not
just any boy, but the sole heir to an enormous steel fortune built
by his grandfather, and then enlarged three fold by his father,
making them one of the wealthiest and most influential families in
the Northeast. Jack didn’t need the description she gave to know
who she was talking about. He knew who Julian Bramson was, and was
stunned for the second time in one day to find out that Mitch was
not only Melanie Woodward’s son, but the son she had with Julian
Bramson, the third.

Marjaree went on to tell him that Melanie was
less than thrilled by the money, being more or less a hippy and a
social freedom fighter, but it seemed that she really loved the
boy, and they ran off and got married during that summer of love.
“That’s when the trouble began,” Marj told Jack over their third
cup of coffee. “They weren’t even married a month when Mellie had a
visit from Annabelle Bramson and two of her lawyers and they hadn’t
come for tea.”

“They’d come to tell her to her face
that she was an ‘unsuitable’ match for Julian and tried to buy her
off, offering her one million dollars if she agreed to annul the
marriage. When that didn’t work, they threatened her. The old woman
said that she’d use all the resources at her disposal to ruin
Melanie’s budding career which at that point had just started to
flourish. When she didn’t bow to threats, they left and took
another tack.”

“When Julian came from school to be
with her again the next weekend, he brought a suitcase, an empty
one, and took all of his things out of the apartment. He childishly
told her that he was sorry, but that his mother was the
administrator of the trust left to him by his father and
grandfather until he turned thirty, and that his mother would see
to it that neither of them would see a dime if he didn’t agree to
the annulment. Then he really broke her heart. When she told him
that she was pregnant, his parting words to her that day were, ‘…in
that case, it would probably be best if you took the
million’.”

“And she did,” Marj told Jack. “But she
never touched a red cent of it. She put the whole thing in a trust
for her unborn child and then went and had what they called in
those days, a nervous breakdown. That bastard had broken her
spirit.” Marj said bitterly and started to cry. “I came out here to
be with her until she had the baby, but I could see in her eyes
that she’d never be the same again. Mitch was born in a psychiatric
clinic upstate six months later,” Marj said as she wiped the tears
streaming from her eyes.

“Then when Mellie was strong enough to
be to be on her own again, she took the apartment in a poor
neighborhood behind First Avenue and East Sixth Street. I stayed
there with them for almost two years and took care of Mitch while
she went back to work. I tried to convince her to use some of the
money to get a better place, but she wouldn’t have any part of it.
She said that for her to use any of that money would be ‘giving in
to them, like she was being paid for like a prostitute’ and she
would never give them that satisfaction. She’d rather struggle in
poverty as an honorable woman than ever have Mitch grow up thinking
she’d sold him out and have him be ashamed of her. That was when
she wrote Through My Child’s Eyes, although it wouldn’t be recorded
for another year.

“That winter we struggled, all of us,
so hard. I worked as a waitress over at the Second Avenue Deli
while Mellie watched Mitch, then at night she would sing in the
folk clubs and cafés and I would baby sit. That was when she wrote
Poor in New York at Christmas.”

“She told me she was walking over by
the Bowery on the way home from a club date on Christmas Eve when
she saw a young woman in tattered old clothes and no coat standing
in the cold outside a shelter holding a little boy in her arms. She
told me it was like looking into a mirror and her heart broke for
that woman, and herself. She took off her own coat and hat and gave
it to the woman, along with all the money she’d made that night,
about a hundred dollars, and told her to go feed her boy and find a
decent place to stay for the night.

“When she came home and told me, I
could have killed her. ‘That was half our rent for the month.’ I
shouted at her. But looking back, I’m so sorry now that I did. She
was my Mellie and it was just like her to do something like that. I
miss her so much,” Marj cried, breaking into quiet sobs of grief
that she must have been holding onto for days.

Jack went to her, put his arm around her and
gave her his handkerchief. She wiped her face then poured more
coffee. “The next year, Through My Child’s Eyes was released and
made her first album a hit, then the following year Poor in New
York at Christmas made her second album a hit and became a holiday
classic. I went back to Ohio and got married. But Mellie never
forgot how we struggled and she raised Mitch the same way.

“Every year after that she used her
fame the way she wanted, giving concerts at Christmas and taking
Mitch with her to bring the money to homeless shelters and work in
the kitchens. And you know, for a young boy, you would think it
might have scared him, but it didn’t. It was just the opposite. He
loved every minute of it and loved her even more for it. He loved
being with her. I don’t know what’ll happen to him now that she’s
gone.” Marj shook her head and began to cry again. “I know he’ll
have plenty of money now, from the trust and the royalties from
Mellie’s music, but he’ll be so alone without her. I just came back
to New York a few months ago when I found out she was sick. I’ve
only seen Mitch when I came to visit on holidays and summers since
he was a baby and I have to go back to my own children
soon.”

Jack got that ‘father’ feeling again and his
mouth opened without even a thought about what he was saying. “He
won’t be alone. I’ll look after him. He’s my friend and…I care
about him a great deal. I’ll take good care of him. I give you my
word. He’ll never have to be alone.”

Marj looked up at Jack and nodded. “I could
tell that from the way you stayed with him at the funeral and came
here with us, the way he knew he could lean on you. He’ll need that
so much now, Dr. Edgeworth, now more than ever.” But Jack didn’t
know at the time how true those words would become.

After Marjaree went back to Ohio, he took
hold of Mitch’s life, guided him through everything. He seemed to
be coming along well enough. He was quieter, sadder, and lonelier,
of course, no matter how hard Jack tried to include him in
everything in his own life.

Looking back though, he should’ve seen it
coming. The signs were all there, he just didn’t know enough to
recognize them in time.

Right after Thanksgiving, Mitch started
making excuses every time they went out to eat, not hungry, already
eaten. It went on like that for weeks but Jack didn’t see it. He
could kick himself every time he thought about it since then, the
kid was starving himself.

Whether it was just a loss of appetite from
depression or intentional deprivation, it didn’t really matter. He
was starving, and Jack took it on himself as guilt. Guilt for
promising to take care of him and failing; guilt for watching Mitch
get thinner every day but not seeing it.

In the end the only thing that saved them
both that Christmas Eve was Jack’s little voice, the one that came
to him at the party. It got into him at the funeral and had stayed
with him ever since, that “connected” feeling parents get when they
know their child is in trouble.

Jack took a deep breath as he sat in his
chair that afternoon in his office, secured only by the fact that
he’d just seen Mitch leave his office and knew he was safe before
he could let himself go back that Christmas Eve.

He thanked God every day for that little
voice because, had it not spoken to him and urged him so loudly, so
repeatedly, or if he’d let that selfish, whining wife of his delay
him even a few minutes longer in his entry hall that evening, Mitch
would have been dead and Jack would have been lost forever, so when
Mitch opened his eyes that night in the hospital and asked him,
“What’s going to happen to me now?” Jack gave him the only answer
possible. “You’re coming home with me,” swearing to himself that he
would never, ever be so lax in his attention to the boy again, and
he kept his word, to both of them, ever since.

As soon as Mitch was able to leave the
hospital, Jack took him back to his townhouse. Annette and the
girls had gone back to Philly by then, so he did the only thing he
could think of, he paid off Mitch’s lease and had his things moved
to Park Avenue so he could come there straight from the hospital
and never have to go back.

From that day on he watched every move Mitch
made, every meal he ate, knew where he was every minute of the day.
He counted himself lucky because they both spent so much time at
the school and the Museum, it wasn’t as difficult as it could have
been had Mitch been the deceptive type or had interests different
from Jack’s.

The first year was the toughest. For weeks
Jack had to listen to Mitch cry himself to sleep almost every night
through his bedroom door, but at least he didn’t have that worry.
He’d had the locks removed from all the doors in the townhouse
before Mitch came to stay, but he really didn’t get that feel from
him anymore anyway.

Mitch ate properly and Jack got him a card so
Mitch could use his gym membership, which Mitch seemed to take to
easily. And he could confess it to himself now, all these years
later, he coddled the boy shamelessly, like he was the most
precious thing in the world, never for a moment pausing to regret
it, and more importantly, it worked.

Mitch’s body grew steadily stronger and his
academics were never better. It was worth it. Then when Mitch
graduated, Jack was so proud. He clapped louder than his upbringing
would have normally allowed and louder than anyone else in the
room. He even whistled as Mitch got called up to take his diploma.
From there, he got Mitch admitted to his graduate program at
Columbia, which was a given since it was Jack’s alma mater, and an
internship at the Museum, another given. Then after Mitch received
his doctorate, Jack rewarded him by buying him a place at the
Dakota.

The separation tugged at him, but he knew in
his heart that it was time for his broken bird to fly the nest and
took his consolation in the fact that he’d intentionally found him
the place at the Dakota because it was less than ten blocks away
from his townhouse on Park, running distance if he had to, but by
then that particular memory was just that, a memory.

They spent the next ten years searching the
secret parts of the world for art and ancient relics they could
bring back to the Museum, digging in pits everywhere from Jordan in
the Middle East to Machu Picchu high in the Andes Mountains.

He would never forget the first time he took
Mitch to a local tapas bar in Spain’s glorious medieval city of
Toledo to see the El Grecos; the two of them drunk as sailors on
shore leave, swaggering their way back to the hotel pretending to
be Don Quixote and Sancho Panza, tilting at windmills as they
stumbled down the dark narrow streets of the city

He loved remembering the first time he
actually got Mitch into a deep pit to uncover a buried Roman
settlement in Andalusia in the south; hearing him excitedly call
out, “Jack! Jack! Look what I found,” as he popped his head up out
of the trench, his face covered in mud, his hands and arms caked
with it as he held up an Ancient Roman bust of Mars, fully intact,
from the time of Hadrian; the shining excitement in those beautiful
green, feline eyes, his mother’s eyes. His smile beaming out like a
spotlight from behind his muddy face like a small boy covered in
paint who’d just brought home his first finger painting from
school, “Look, Dad, look what I made!”

But that all ended when Jack was offered the
Director of Antiquities position at the Museum. He couldn’t really
turn it down; he wasn’t getting any younger and it was a power and
prestige position, so a desk jockey he became.

The move worked out for both of them. A year
later he gave Mitch his own department where they could both stick
to spending the Museum’s money to expand the Museum’s ancient art
collection by acquiring some of the world’s greatest examples of
classical sculpture with Mitch finding his feet by concentrating on
what he loved most, pre-Renaissance western art; but alas, not
allowing them to play in the dirt together anymore.

The next time Mitch worried him wasn’t his
fault. It was nothing that he’d done, but something that was done
to him. He came stomping into Jack’s living room one evening about
seven years before having just come back from giving a lecture to
the undergraduates from Harvard at the Boston Museum of Fine Arts
and threw a crumpled magazine on the table in front of him. “Look!”
was all Mitch could spout. The expression on his face spoke the
rest; anger, hurt, betrayal, like the scar over an old wound had
been ripped open again violently, pain mixed with…shock, mixed
with…hate. His eyes burned with it. Jack picked up the
magazine.

“What is it?”

“Just look!” Mitch repeated, shouting
and pointing to the magazine in Jack’s hand, tears of anger welling
in his eyes, which at that moment looked more like his mother’s
than ever. Jack un-crumpled the magazine, looked at the cover, and
understood immediately. The photo on the cover was of Julian
Bramson, the third, sitting regally in a stately antique armchair
with a handsome young blonde man, about Mitch’s age, standing
behind him with his hand on the old man’s shoulder, Julian Bramson,
the fourth. The larger caption read, “A Boston Dynasty Continues,”
followed by the underlying caption. “Julian Bramson IV announces
his candidacy for Congress.”

By then Mitch was pacing back and forth
across the room ranting and raving in a way Jack had never seen
before, much less believe Mitch was capable of, and using language
Jack had never once heard come out of him. “Mother-fucking,
son-of-abitch. Stinking lousy rotten…rotten. I hope you fucking
die, die, Die!” he screamed at the top of his voice, pointing
violently at the cover of the magazine, tears starting to stream
down his face. “My mother is dead and that son of a bitch is going
to try and make that fucking idiot president when I never even got
a fucking birthday card…like I never existed. He comes down to the
Village and drops a bundle on a poor flower child then runs off
pretending it never happened, then tries to convince himself and
the world that that…that vapid, pointless creature is his first
son! You’ve gotta help me, Jack. Help me hurt him…like he hurt my
mother and me, please,” Mitch pleaded as he sat down close by him
on the sofa, putting his head in his hands.

Jack didn’t even have to think about what to
do, his father’s instinct told him exactly what was needed. He
needed to stand up for his boy, and he did.

He spent the next two weeks on the telephone
pulling in every favor he was owed from all over Europe to get the
most important work of medieval art in the world on loan to the
Met, the Bayeux Tapestry, for Mitch to stage. It would be the
biggest art exhibit to hit New York since King Tut was there in the
‘70s. Then he pulled in every favor he was owed in New York to make
sure the press coverage would be extraordinary, so that spring,
when the Met opened the Gala with The Bayeux, Mitchell Bramson’s
name was on the lips of everyone who was anyone in the
international art world.

The crowning achievement was when Time
magazine asked for Mitch and the tapestry to be their cover for the
next month. The photograph was glorious. A radiantly handsome,
young Dr. Mitchell Woodward Bramson, daring and fascinating with
his long chestnut hair, feline green eyes and gold earrings,
standing boldly against of the astounding background of the
tapestry, his arms folded, his expression triumphant. The caption
read, “Dr. Bramson’s Bayeux.”

Even more compelling was the interview and
photo array inside featuring the same lovely photo of Melanie
Woodward sitting with her guitar on a park bench in her hippy
clothes that was run with her obituary, and when the interviewer
asked Mitch if he was in any way related to the Bramson’s of
Boston, he cleverly deflected it by responding merely that his “. .
.mother was Melanie Woodward Bramson and that he was very pleased
to announce a collection of her best and most famous songs was due
to be released shortly in a three CD set, with interviews from some
of her closest musical contemporaries,” and left it at that.

Jack had done his boy proud and Mitch had
made Jack proud of him. That Boston Monthly rag and its cover were
no match for either of them. Julian Bramson the fourth may have
gotten a congressional seat bought for him by his father, but Jack
had made Mitch an international sensation with dozens of magazine
articles and television interviews. Let Julian Bramson the Third
take that and shove it up his tight fucking ass.

So what if Mitch was a little wild at times.
In Jack’s eyes he could never really do any wrong and had proven
himself to be the biggest draw the Museum had ever had, in terms of
dollars and reputation. His exhibits never failed to bring in the
press and celebrities from around the world vying to stand next to
him to add a little intellectual cachet to their auras.

He had become a force to be reckoned with in
the museum world, taking it out of the stuffy and inaccessible and
putting it back where it belonged, in the hands of everyone and
anyone who wanted to appreciate it. And even though he’d hit the
big time with the Bayeux and again later with his Joan of Arc and
Six Wives of Henry the Eighth exhibits, his own personal pride came
from a much lesser known program he’d forced down the throat of the
board of trustees, taking himself on a small lecture circuit to the
poorest high schools in New York City to teach the most
impoverished of inner city kids how even their world could be
touched and brightened by the beauty of art and the riches of
knowledge. He was his mother’s son, after all.

Jack’s own payoff came in a way he could
never have envisioned. His heart gave a muffled thump as he thought
of it. Eighteen months before when he was taking his usual five
mile run around Central Park, he got a sharp pain in his arm, then
another, and another. He couldn’t breathe. His chest exploded into
a raging fireball. His arm went completely numb and he was suddenly
engulfed in a darkness where he no longer existed.

The next time he opened his eyes, it was like
looking through frosted glass. He was being rushed on a stretcher
through a cold white corridor by men and women dressed in green
smocks and white coats, their heads and faces covered; tubes in his
nose and arms.

The last thing he felt before the drugs
overtook him completely had been a firm squeeze of his hand, the
last thing he saw being those feline green eyes filled with
childlike fear, the last voice he heard whispering to him, “I love
you, Jack.”

When he woke up what could have been days
later, groggy and otherworldly, the first thing he saw was a
large-breasted, middle-aged brunette nurse with gentle dark brown
eyes, a soothing voice and a name tag that read, “C. Lynne,
R.N.”

“You’re a very lucky man, Dr.
Edgeworth, but don’t worry. The surgery went very well. You’ll be
back on your feet, or digging in the dirt, in no time,” she said
smiling at him sincerely. “And that son of yours is really
something else. You really must have done something right with that
one,” she said as she picked up his wrist to take his pulse. “He’s
been here since you were brought in, worrying and pacing like he’d
wear out the carpet. He didn’t leave you for a second, not even to
eat. The girls and I have been feeding him coffee, sandwiches and
doughnuts. He’s outside sleeping on a couch in the waiting room
now. We should all be so lucky. And he’s a handsome one, too, just
like his father,” she said and gave Jack’s hand a squeeze. “You
just rest now and let us take care of everything.” Then he floated
off to a safe comfortable place within himself, content in the
knowledge that he hadn’t been alone. Mitch had been with him the
whole time.

In the weeks of recovery that followed, he
clung to that thought and found the security in it that he needed
to heal. It was proof, not that he ever needed any. His investment
of himself in that sad, scared boy had been his salvation, and
strangely enough, he found that it didn’t matter a bit to him that
neither Annette nor either of his daughters had even bothered to
send a card. He had Mitch.

Then, just as he’d finished wiping his eyes
with his neatly folded and starched handkerchief, he was startled
out of the comfort of his nostalgic haze by the noise of the buzzer
on his intercom followed by Alida’s voice.

“Dr. Edgeworth, there is a yentleman
here to see you.” A primal instinct shot up through him like a
lightning bolt, raising his hackles and making the hair on the back
of his neck stand up straight. Alida never says ‘yentleman,’ he
thought. It’s always, ‘There is someone here to see you. Dr.
Edgeworth.

“Who is it, Alida?” Jack spoke back
suspiciously into the intercom. Alida’s voice came cautiously
through the box on his desk.

“His card says his name is Mr. Yulian
Bramson, the tird, Boston, Massachusetts.”


Chapter V

 


JULIAN

 


When the moon is in the Seventh House And
Jupiter aligns with Mars Then peace will guide the planets And love
will steer the stars This is the dawning of the age of Aquarius The
age of Aquarius Aquarius! Aquarius!

Age of Aquarius

…….As performed by the Original
Broadway Cast of “HAIR”

 


 


Annabelle Bramson had raised her son like she
raised the flowers in her hot house, well-fed, well-trimmed and
firmly under her control every moment of their lives. From the time
he was old enough to talk, she’d sensed that he was a weak-willed
child, easily manipulated by material things and she used that to
her advantage.

She gave him everything he ever wanted, after
all he was her fair-haired boy, but the second he went against her
she took it away to prove her point. Whether it was a toy truck
when he was three or a Corvette convertible when he was seventeen,
she made sure he knew that his comforts came from her beneficence
and hers alone.

While he was alive his father was rarely at
home and never took an interest in his upbringing. That was his
mother’s job as far as Julian Bramson the Second was concerned, and
of course she was content with that, knowing that she held the heir
to New England’s second greatest family fortune firmly in her grip.
She even had dreams of the White House dancing in her head when he
was born. But that soon vanished when she discovered what an
unambitious, disinterested and not particularly intelligent child
she had borne.

For his part, he had everything he ever
wanted, and so he sought to achieve nothing. As a young man he was
tall, blonde and handsome in a hot-house flower sort of way, add
rich to that and he never had to lift a finger. Had he not been a
Bramson, Harvard would have never given his less than stellar
academic achieve-ments a second look, but that never really posed a
problem for Annabelle.

He lived a charmed life of privileged
inertia, floating along on a cloud of his family’s greenbacks. He
was so contented with his self-absorbed life that it never even
once occurred to him where all that money really came from. It
never even dawned on him that his grandfather, the original Julian
Bramson, was a shameless robber baron who not only raped the
environment, but also ravaged the region’s human resources, paying
pennies for wages, and creating dangerous and often deadly working
conditions. Worry about the health of the workers as if they might
actually be human beings? Perish the thought. They were there to be
exploited. It was their lot in life, lost limbs, lung disease,
cancer, and under-the-radar child labor.

The unmitigated greed of Julian Bramson the
First was so unrepentant, his disregard for anything living other
than his own small circle of family so undiluted, that he
practically had horns and a tail. The only thing that stopped him
in the end was the advent and growth of a little thing called
Workers’ Unions, and even then, more than a few limbs and lives
were lost through the use of nameless, faceless union busters with
Bramson dollars in their pockets.

When his father took over, he was a chip off
the old block, as they say. The only difference between the First
and the Second was that the Second knew enough to see that the good
old days of exploitation with reckless abandon were over, and was
smart enough to hire people to sanitize what they had done while he
continued to do it. He changed the company name to Bramsco and
hired a PR firm to put an all-American smile on the underlying
greed, but the horns and tail were still there.

The only difference was now they wore Brooks
Brothers suits, had Pepsodent smiles and developed slogans like,
“Bramsco, building America’s future with our own two hands,” and
“Bramsco, giving back is our middle name,” when in fact the only
thing he was giving back to Americans was the back of his hand;
ushering in the era of the unassailable, squeaky-clean modern image
of the corporate cannibal. But Julian the Third was either too
stupid to see it, too gullible to believe it, or simply too
comfortable to care one way or the other, unless his own boat of
dollars were to be somehow rocked. Then something unexpected
happened.

While he was in graduate school, he got in
with a bunch of young men who had inquiring minds and actually knew
how to think for themselves. He started taking weekend trips with
them into New York City, daring to disobey his mother’s orders to
keep aloof from those spawned from the working classes. He saw
“HAIR” on Broadway, smoked pot in Washington Square Park, went to
places where there were hippies and beatniks, listened to folk
music at the clubs on Bleeker Street…and met a pretty,
chestnut-haired girl singer from Ohio named Melanie Woodward and
actually felt something, or thought he did, as much as he could
feel anything that didn’t revolve around his own comforts.

She was everything he wasn’t: working class,
a free thinker who believed in change and dared to try and help
bring it about. He knew from their first conversation that if she
knew who he really was, who his family was, that she’d never have
anything to do with him. They were everything she was fighting
against and trying to change, so he lied to her in ever so many
more ways than one. He told her that he came from regular people
who’d done well for themselves, that he wanted to get a job after
he finished school and make a life with her and that he loved her,
which actually meant he loved her as much as he knew how.

After about a year, he couldn’t go on with
the charade any longer. He told her who he really was, but that he
would leave his family to be with her and live his life her way.
Whether she ever really believed him or not stayed in her heart and
went with her to the grave in the end, but by then it was too late
because she believed that she was in love with him too, and young
people who think they’re in love can convince themselves of almost
anything. So they ran off to Maryland and got married and within a
month of his weekend visits to her apartment on Grove Street, she
was pregnant.

Innocently, or stupidly, he made the mistake
of telling his mother about the marriage. The rest, as they say, is
history. The one honorable thing he did in the situation was that,
in a singular moment of clarity, he didn’t tell Annabelle that
Melanie was going to have his child. Annabelle didn’t find out
about that little fact until very much later when she saw the cover
of Time Magazine with the caption “Dr. Bramson’s Bayeux.”

She was sitting in her favorite chair that
day at her Marie Antoinette writing desk when the maid brought in
her mail. She’d always been an avid reader of all of the serious
national magazines, Life, Look, Newsweek and Time, and had them all
delivered to the house, of course.

When she opened the mail that day and saw the
cover of Time, that name, and that face, her mind scattered faster
than she could control it. He had that girl’s hair and her eyes,
but he had the Bramson chin and nose, just like her father-in-law,
her husband and…Julian. There was no denying it; the young man on
the cover of that magazine was Julian’s child.

Her mind flew into a schism of three parts;
he would come after his share of the Bramson Trust and take away
tens of millions from her ‘legitimate’ grandsons, Julian the Fourth
and Alexander; the fight he would put up to get it would create a
furor, damaging the family’s reputation beyond repair. It would all
come out, what she had done, how she had treated that girl and
worst of all…the bribe; then all of it would ruin everything she
had done to lay the groundwork for Julian the fourth’s political
career.

As Annabelle tried to grasp what she was
seeing on that cover, her thoughts rocketed through her mind like a
ricocheting bullet caught in a lead box. She felt the small
capillaries in her brain begin to constrict, then seize, one after
another until they joined into one last, great spasm. Annabelle
Bramson died at age eighty-three with the last face she would ever
see being the grandson she never knew and would have hated even if
she had.

After his mother’s funeral, Julian Bramson
the Third tried to go on with life as if nothing had happened. He
counted himself lucky at first that he was the one to find his
mother’s body, clutching Time Magazine in her frozen, claw-like
hand. So he took it. The last thing he needed was for that cover to
get into the hands of a servant who might get it into their greedy
little head to go to the cheap newspapers that specialized in
spreading scandal with what had happened. He could see it now.
“Boston Society Matron, Annabelle Bramson, Dies Clutching Photo of
Unknown Grandson. Shock of Discovery Causes Fatal Stroke.”

Beads of sweat broke out on his
forehead whenever he thought about it. But then something happened.
The night after his mother was buried, Julian Bramson the Third
went to bed as he would any other night, his wife in a separate bed
next to his, and tried to go to sleep. But every time he closed his
eyes, he didn’t see the usual darkness of his closed lids. Instead
he saw the twenty-three-year-old face of Melanie Woodward, the way
she looked the last time he saw her, broken and alone. He got up
every half hour that night to look at that magazine cover,
He has her hair and her eyes, he
thought to himself every time he looked at it. That was the
beginning of the haunting of Julian Bramson the Third, one that
would last for seven years, until he couldn’t stand it any longer
and decided he had to meet their son after almost forty years of
abandonment.

During those seven years he tried to
rationalize it in his mind, what he’d done and why, but he still
couldn’t find his way around it. He could never have seen himself
giving up all that he had, and would have, to live in some cramped
apartment with some farm girl from Ohio, having to actually work
for a living and listening to a screaming baby.

Night after night he tried to convince
himself that he did the only thing he could have, and that was what
his mother told him to do. He married a girl she’d picked out for
him within a year and got her pregnant as soon as was humanly
possible to cover the guilt of what he had done in New York,
forgetting that he’d ever been there. But seeing Melanie’s face
night after night every time he closed his eyes would not let him
rest, so after almost seven years of sleepless nights following his
mother’s death, Julian Bramson the Third booked a flight to New
York to finally meet his past, face to face.

 



Chapter VI

 


FATHER’S DAY (or Who’s Your Daddy?)

 


When you cried I'd wipe away all of your
tears, When you'd scream I'd fight away all of your fears I held
your hand through all of these years but you still have...all of
me

My Immortal,

………As performed by
Evanescence

 


 


“Please show the gentleman in, Alida,”
Jack said stiffly into the intercom, never once considering even
the remotest possibility of this particular visit; but having been
pulled out of where he was at that point in his memory, he was
ripe, rare and ready for the encounter.

He stood up and went toward the door,
suddenly taken back to an earlier time recollected only moments
before, that Christmas Eve in 1986, holding that sad boy in his
arms, rocking him and praying with all his might that he’d tied off
the wound in time. Oh yes, he was very ready.

Alida opened the door and motioned with her
hand for the man to come in, and there he stood, in the flesh,
Julian Bramson the Third, dressed in a navy blue serge suit, white
shirt, conser-vative Foulard tie and camel-hair overcoat. He put
out his hand and smiled. “Dr. Edgeworth, so good of you to see me
on such short notice. I apologize for any inconvenience,” he said
in the polite social voice he’d been trained to use by his
governesses since early childhood.

“Not at all, Mr. Bramson. Please come
in,” Jack said, drawing on the polite voice of his own well-raised
upbringing and offering his hand to shake Bramson’s, but inside
steaming like a locomotive about to take on a long and strenuous
hill, fueled by the seething, red hot lava of a long dormant
volcano just then stirring itself to life. “Please, sit down,” he
said pointing to the chair in front of his desk and walking around
to take a seat in his own. Once they were both seated, Jack’s
curiosity got the best of him.

“Needless to say, Mr. Bramson, this is
quite a surprise. What exactly is it that brings you to the Met?”
Jack asked pointedly. “Can I offer you a drink?”

“No, thank you, Doctor. I’m fine, but
I’ll get straight to the point, I’m here is to see my
son.”

“I don’t understand, I wasn’t aware
that the Congressman had any association with this Museum,” Jack
said, toying with him, but still keeping his composure intact while
underneath his insides churned with blazing fury at the cavalier
way Bramson had used the words “My Son.”

“I’m referring to Dr. Mitchell Bramson,
Dr. Edgeworth, so let’s not play games with each other,” Bramson
said conde-scendingly, the crack in his veneer of gentility showing
itself at last as he tossed the copy of Time Magazine he’d been
carrying around until it was nearly pulp.

Jack leaned back in his chair, a
smirking grin appearing on his otherwise placid face and laughed to
himself. This smug bastard has no idea who
he’s dealing with, but that’s alright, my time has finally come and
I’m going to make a real party of it. He put his
clasped hands to his lips, pondering briefly before he
spoke.

“What exactly happens to men who’ve
abused their wives and abandoned their children when they reach our
age, Bramson? Is it that, all of a sudden, they can convince
themselves that they didn’t really act as they did in the past and
that their wives and children have forgotten how badly they’ve been
treated by them, and all of a sudden those things vanish and it
becomes, ‘Oh my son, my son’!” Jack said mockingly, throwing up his
hands dramatically in a comic gesture of false paternal devotion.
“Are you sick, Bramson, dying maybe? Is that it? Feeling your own
mortality creeping up on you these days?” Jack asked him, his voice
somewhere between a sneer and a growl.

The expression of shock that came over
Bramson’s face from Jack’s unvarnished bluntness could have
registered on a Richter scale. Too stunned by Jack’s shift from
staid Museum Director to scrappy street fighter to speak, Bramson
said nothing, but by then it was too late. Jack was on him like a
pit bull, the train was gaining steam, the hot lava lain dormant
for so long was rumbling furiously in his belly, working its way to
the surface, unstoppable.

“I mean, from the way you said that you
wanted to see ‘your son,’ one would never guess that you’ve never
even met him,” Jack said, landing another direct hit at the man
opposite him, and it felt good. The steam that was pushing his
train was gaining momentum, the molten lava inside him working its
way further up into his throat, determined to make its way to the
surface now the opportunity had come knocking. But now that the
battle lines had been drawn, it was Bramson’s turn to feebly try
and poke at the fire, struggling to hold onto his well trained
Boston coolness.

“I somehow fail to see how that’s any
of your concern, Dr. Edgeworth. I simply came here to find out
where I can find my son,” Bramson said shrugging, acting as if he
had no idea what Jack was talking about, but instead only revealing
his true cowardly nature. It’s always the sign of a truly stupid
man when he’s not even smart enough to know when he’s in danger. In
this case Julian Bramson, the Third, was completely unaware of the
volcano that was about to erupt and spew twenty years’ worth of
soot into his face, notwithstanding the red flags Jack was waving
right in front of him. Jack sat upright in his chair and leaned
over his desk like a military high commander and pointed his finger
at Bramson.

“Oh yeah! Well, let me have the honor
of being the first tell you how, and why, it is my business,” Jack
said through clenched teeth, knowing there was a train wreck close
over the horizon, a volcanic eruption only seconds away. “Oddly
enough, I don’t remember seeing you at his mother’s funeral,
holding him in your arms while he cried, comforting him while his
whole existence crumbled before his very young eyes. Were you
there, Mr. Bramson? No, I don’t think you were, because I was,”
Jack said pointing his finger at his own chest. “I held him as he
cried his broken heart out, not you. Or were you at the hospital
when the boy almost died, starving himself from grief at not having
a mother or a father. I don’t remember seeing you there, and you
know why? Because I was there. I was the one who never left him
when he needed me. I was the one who gave him security and
encouraged him to be the best man he could be. Where were you at
his graduation when he came out at the top of his class at
Columbia? Were you there clapping and cheering, shouting and
whistling with pride? Funny, I was and I didn’t notice you anywhere
around. Or when he got his doctorate, or when he brought the
biggest show to New York in thirty years making him one of this
country’s top art scholars? Where exactly were you when all this
was going on, Bramson?” Jack’s eyes zoned in on his, following them
so he couldn’t avoid his gaze, reading all of the pitiful
embarrassment he saw there.

“And now you have the unmitigated,
screaming gall to come in here to me and tell me you want to see
your son and that it’s none of my fucking business. Well, let me
tell you something, buddy, he’s not your son, you forfeited the
right to ever use those words. He’s my son now and don’t you ever
forget that! So don’t you fucking come in here to my Museum trying
to pull some half-assed ‘To the Manor Born’ shit on me and tell me
it’s none of my goddam business. It’s none of your fucking business
where he is or what he’s doing now, old man!” Jack said, his voice
just this side of a shout.

Bramson looked at Jack stunned, physically
pushed back not only by his words but by the force of his delivery.
“Now see here, Edgeworth… There’s no reason for…” Bramson stuttered
in embarrassed distress from having his ass pinned to the ropes,
but Jack wasn’t letting him go. He was going to finally have his
say in the matter and nothing was going to stop him

“See here, my ass…” Jack said, cutting
Bramson off sharply. “And I’ll tell you another thing, Mr. Bramson,
if you ever try to come here to see him again or try to contact him
in any way I…will…take…you…apart, personally if necessary. I’m not
afraid of you or your money. You may be old Boston, but I’ve got
five generations of Main Line Philly behind me. You don’t scare me
in the least, so don’t you come in here and try to fuck with me
unless you want a war on your hands. I’ll give you a battle you’ll
never forget. Not that it would change anything as far as Mitch is
concerned. You may have planted the seed before you ran off like
the coward that you are, but I was the one who made it grow, taught
him how to be the man he is, and Mitch knows that. He’ll never
agree to see you. He’s a fine man, brilliant, caring, dedicated,
all qualities I’m going to assume he got from his mother. But you
wouldn’t know that, would you? You don’t deserve to, and you never
will if I have to spend every last penny I have and pull every
fucking string I know to keep it from happening,” Jack said,
crossing the line over into shouting.

Bramson struggled for something to say but
was clearly outclassed in the world of articulate banter. The best
he could muster was, “But…“

“But nothing! You chose money and your
own comforts over the life of your own child. And that’s
unacceptable no matter what fucking rarified planet you come from.
Now get the hell out before I call security to throw you out, and
don’t ever come back here again. Or better yet, I think I’d rather
throw you out of here myself,” Jack shouted, standing up from his
seat and moving to come around the desk.

Julian Bramson the Third saw Jack meant
business and got up quickly, heading toward the door like a scared
rabbit as Jack moved closer to him. Luckily for Bramson, he managed
to shut the door behind him before Jack could get close enough to
grab him.

Then as Jack went back to his chair, feeling
free for having finally vented all of his pent-up frustration from
the last twenty years, he suddenly felt a sharp pain in his chest,
traveling down his arm. He grabbed hold of the ledge on his desk,
barely managing to get himself back in his chair and hit the button
on his intercom. “Alida,” he called into it gasping for breath and
reaching in his desk, scrambling for his little pill box.

Alida rushed in a moment later. “Yack!” she
cried in panic when she saw his shallow breathing and hectic color.
She grabbed the little pill box from his hand, took out two small
tablets and put them under his tongue. She took the handkerchief
from his breast pocket and dipped it in the water pitcher he always
kept on his desk and began dabbing his face.

“You were listening, weren’t you?” he
croaked.

“Chess,” she replied and kissed his
forehead.

“Good. I’m glad. Now, I need you to
help me. I need you to take all the documents relating to Dr.
Bramson and the Devon project to your daughter’s tonight. It looks
like we’re going to have a security risk. And we need to get Mitch
to England as soon as possible. Do you understand?” he gasped and
squeezed her hand.

Alida nodded, her black eyes looking at him
sadly.

“Chess, Yack,” she said, nodding in
agreement. He finally took a deep breath.

“And Alida, when you get back, do you
think you could come over and make me some of your
arroz con pollo…and stay with me. I
need you tonight.” Alida smiled coyly, the sheen in her black eyes
changing from worry to affection as she saw his color coming back
to normal.

“Chess, of course, Yack,” she said and
kissed him lightly on the forehead again. “Your Alida will take
care of you tonight.”


Chapter VII

 


SIMON

 


I am unwritten, can't read my mind, I'm
undefined I'm just beginning, the pen's in my hand, ending
unplanned Staring at the blank page before you Open up the dirty
window Let the sun illuminate the words that you could not find
Reaching for something in the distance So close you can almost
taste it Release your inhibitions Feel the rain on your skin No one
else can feel it for you Only you can let it in No one else, no one
else Can speak the words on your lips Drench yourself in words
unspoken Live your life with arms wide open Today is where your
book begins The rest is still unwritten.

Unwritten

………As performed by Natasha
Bedingfield

 


 


Simon was the first to get out of the
cab at Russell Square, barely able to contain the thrill that
rejuvenated him once the plane hit the ground. London! London! I’m in London! I can’t believe it!
he thought as his head spun around in all directions, trying
to take it all in while Mitch paid the cabman.

“Simon, come on. Help me get the bags
out!” Mitch called to him, dragging a few of the heavier bags from
the cab to the curbside. He would never have let Simon lift
anything heavy because of his leg, but he could sure help out with
the hand luggage. “Earth to Simon…” Mitch called out again.
“There’ll be plenty of time for gawking later.”

When Simon finally came back to earth, Mitch
had already gotten all of the heavy bags out and was nodding his
head in Simon’s direction as if to say, “You can get those,” and
headed towards the front door of the George Hotel. He always stayed
there when in London. He loved the Georgian elegance of the place
and since he had to stick to the Museum’s budget when it came to
his accommodations, it was a perfect match. It didn’t hurt that it
was within short walking distance of the British Museum, so it
really served a multitude of his purposes.

When he walked in the door, he
immediately asked the concierge for Madame Duvalier. Oddly enough,
during the fifteen or so years he’d been coming there, the French
woman had been running the establishment. A few minutes later a
very stylishly-coiffured woman in her late seventies wearing a
bright red scarf held to her shoulder by a huge rhinestone spray
over a tailored navy blue suit came out of the office door. The
colors of the French flag flitted through Mitch’s mind.
Nice touch, Madame!

“Doctor Bramson!” she said in perfect
English with only a slight French accent. After all, she’d been in
residence in England since shortly after her father was killed in
the war, executed by the Nazis for being with the French
Resistance.

“Madame Duvalier! Comment ça va?” Mitch
greeted her, taking both her hands affectionately in his and
kissing her continentally on both cheeks.

“Tres bien,” she answered kissing both
his cheeks in return. “I was so pleased to find out that you would
be coming back to us for a visit.”

“Always a pleasure to be back at the
George and to see you, Madame,” Mitch said, smiling sincerely.
Since they first met so many years ago, they had taken to each
other like fellow travelers in a storm and she always made sure he
had the best of service. Just then Simon came up behind him,
accidentally nudging him with the tip of a suitcase. Humorously
jolted, Mitch didn’t even have to turn around to see what it
was.

“Madame Duvalier, I’d like you to meet
my assistant, Simon Holly. I’m training him to take over for me,
when I get too old to carry on the way I do,” he said smiling
mischievously.

“Bonjour, jeune Monsieur Holly,” she
said to Simon and put out her hand to shake his. He took it and
bowed like a gentleman, thinking to himself, Oh my God! She’s French. I’ve never met a French person
before. What do I say? and struggling for the proper
words to say to her that wouldn’t embarrass Mitch, finally deciding
to keep it to her own words, “Bonjour, Madame.”

Never one to miss a beat, Madame Duvalier
observed Simon casually and saw the small bit of shiny metal
peeking out from his trouser leg and instantly knew what it was.
Ever the gracious hostess, schooled by both profession and her own
kind nature, she said to Mitch while still looking at Simon, “And
such a handsome young man, Dr. Bramson. I’m sure he will have no
trouble filling your shoes in that regard.” Then she looked back to
Mitch and winked slightly to let him know she was on with his
program. Simon blushed bashfully but managed to step up to the
plate, surprising both Mitch and himself.

“Thank you, Madame,” he said bowing
slightly again. “I can’t tell you how pleased I am to be staying at
such a beautiful hotel with such a charming hostess,” but thinking
to himself the whole time, Gee, I hope I
did that right.

“Why thank you, ma jeune Monsiuer Yeux
Bleu,” she said, reaching out to touch Simon’s face.

Mitch looked sideways and said to Simon,
“That means ‘my young Mr. Blue Eyes’.” Simon blushed again.

Madame Duvalier looked back to Mitch, smiled
and said, “No, my dear, Dr. Bramson, I don’t imagine he’ll have any
trouble at all. Tres charmant.” A few seconds later a bellman came
up behind Madame Duvalier and said quietly behind her ear. “Shall I
take the bags to the rooms, Madame?”

“Yes, please, Robert, if you would be
so kind. I’m sure that Dr. Bramson and his protégé would like some
refreshment before they go to their rooms,” she said, smiling again
and motioning fluidly with her hand for them to follow her to the
bar.

After about a half an hour having cocktails
with Madame Duvalier, catching up and giving her a thumbnail sketch
of the reasons for their visit, Mitch and Simon went upstairs to
their rooms.

“So how ya feeling? Mitch
asked.

“Fine, Dr. Bramson, a little
overwhelmed, I guess, but I feel good…energized.”

“Well, enjoy it while you can, that’s a
sign that jet lag is probably going to kick your ass soon, so let’s
take advantage of it while we can and go out and do some
sightseeing to burn it off,” Mitch said and laughed.

Simon looked puzzled, he’d never experienced
the thing called jet lag, so he had no idea what to expect.

“Sure, sounds great to me.”

“But just one thing,” Mitch said to
him, looking at him with an intentional seriousness. “We’ve known
each other a long time now—over six years isn’t it? And you’re a
Doctor in your own right now, all but for the paper to hang on your
wall. So please call me Mitch. If you want to call me Doctor in
public for the sake of professionalism that’s fine, but in private
or among friends, it’s Mitch. Okay?”

Simon didn’t know how to respond. Even though
it had been almost seven years, he never once considered himself to
be Mitchell Bramson’s equal, as a person or a scholar, not even
close, and although their relationship had grown far beyond that of
traditional student and teacher into something more akin to a left
hand’s relationship to the right, he wasn’t sure he could ever call
him by his first name. It just didn’t seem right somehow.

“Oh, I don’t know about that, Dr.
Bramson. It just doesn’t seem right,” he said shyly, shrugging his
shoulders slightly. Mitch looked at him closely, deep into his
eyes, sensing Simon’s very real discomfort with what he’d
asked.

“Okay. I’ll tell you what. Just think
about it for awhile. I would never look on it as a sign of
disrespect. I would look on it as a sign of friendship and what
would the world be like if we all went around calling our closest
people “Mr. Jones and Mrs. Smith or Dr. Blue or Officer Black?”
Then he jabbed Simon playfully with a left hook and a right cross
and laughed. “Just think about it, will ya?”

“Yes, Dr. Bramson,” Simon’s replied,
his voice filled with light laughter as if he were being
tickled.

“Cool; that’ll do for now. Now let’s
get out of here. I’m feeling restless. How does the Tower of London
sound to you?”

Simon’s eyes got wide with excitement. “Off
with their heads!” he said, pointing at the air commandingly as if
he were Henry the Eighth.

“Off with their heads!” Mitch repeated
laughing as they headed out the door.

After they took the tour of the Tower of
London where Mitch made a fool of himself by putting his head on
the same chopping block where Anne Boleyn and Katherine Howard lost
theirs so Simon could take a picture, they walked through the
gallery where the crown jewels were kept without Simon ever closing
his mouth, then went to Buckingham Palace and took the tour there.
Mitch, of course, had seen it all before so it was really all for
Simon’s benefit, to see the world, feel a part of it and have some
fun with it. Maybe it was the early onset of Mitch’s own jet lag or
the fact that it seemed like he was seeing it all again, except
this time through Simon’s eyes, but he felt unusually
lighthearted.

When they got to the throne room, Mitch
suddenly called out loudly, “Yo! Lizzie. I’ll be by for tea at
four. No need to break out the good china, but you’d better lock up
the jewels to keep them away from Simon,” and gave Simon a deranged
smile.

Simon just blushed and laughed bashfully,
saying to him with ghetto cadence, “Dr. Bramson, you so crazy.”

From there, they went to dinner in Chinatown.
By the time they were finished with dinner, both their energies
seems to be dwindling, but Mitch, never one to pass up an
opportunity for a good time, took Simon to a real London pub close
to the hotel on the way back. After three pints, Mitch, who was
well used to strong English ales, had gotten his second wind and
was becoming the life of the party, chatting animatedly with the
bartenders, the locals, anyone who would listen. Simon, on the
other hand, was not used to English beer, and as a matter of fact,
wasn’t used to drinking beer at all, so it had a decidedly
different effect on him.

After three, he started to sway. After four,
he became introspective, thinking about where he was and how far
he’d come from being that misfit of a boy at Holy Family and how
he’d gotten there. By the end of the fifth, he was drunk. For the
first time in his life he was officially drunk.

He looked out of the window at the flashing
lights along the streets. One neon light stood out more than the
others and it suddenly came to him like thunder from heaven, giving
him a courage he’d never felt before. He told Mitch that he was
going to step outside and get some fresh air and maybe pick up a
few postcards, then staggered out the door onto the street, the
neon sign beckoning to him more and more the closer he got.
Finally, when he got right up underneath it, he looked up. “Ageless
Tattoos and Piercing,” and he went in.

When he came back into the pub no more than
fifteen minutes later, something about him had changed. It was
small, hardly noticeable because of the length of his big black
curls, but it was a monumental step for him nonetheless, because
when he walked back in the pub, he was just a little bit more like
him with a tiny gold hoop earring in each ear. When Mitch saw him,
he was too drunk himself to notice the earrings. He was just
relieved that Simon hadn’t gone out and got himself lost.

“Simon! Where the hell have you been? I
was just about to send out a search party to look for you,” Mitch
said, struggling to focus the double-vision Simons he was seeing
into one, relief washing over his face. “C’mon, I think it’s time
we went home, if we can find it,” he laughed, putting his arm
around Simon’s shoulders.

After they’d walked only a few blocks, Simon
suddenly stopped in his tracks. Mitch staggered a few paces ahead
before noticing and looked back. “Simon, what’s wrong?” he slurred,
seeing Simon standing still, swaying left and right. He asked him
again, “Is something wrong?” Simon looked up, swaying more and
more, looking like he might tip over.

“I jus’ wan’…to tell yooouuuu, Dr.
Mitchell Bramson…” he said, looking like he was holding back a
waterfall of tears. “I jus’ wan’ to tell yoooouuuu,” he started
again, pointing his finger at Mitch, “…how much all you’ve done for
me has meant to me in my life…” He stopped to wipe his face on his
sleeve “…and how proud I am to be with you wherever you go…and be
your friend, and how you’ve always made me feel like…a person.” He
stumbled, falling against the wall behind him. Mitch jumped up to
grab him.

“Come on now, Simon, it’s time for us
to go home,” he said, taking the boy by the arm and guiding him
down the two remaining blocks back to the hotel, Simon’s words
echoing through his head as they walked, “How proud I am to be with
you where ever you go…and be your friend, and how you’ve always
made me feel like…a person.” It made him feel closer to him than
having Simon call him by his first name ever could.

When they went through the door of The
George, Mitch just smiled at Robert half dozing behind the
reception desk and said, “My friend here isn’t used to the strong
beer,” as he pulled Simon into the elevator. Once he had Simon back
in his room, he sat him down on the bed. Simon looked up at him,
his eyes swimming with alcohol and started again. “I jus’ wan’ to
tell yooouuuu…” he said pointing at Mitch the same way he had done
earlier, “…how much…” then fell over on the bed— out cold.

Mitch went over and straightened him out,
unstrapped his brace and took it off, then his shoes and socks, and
covered him with the blanket. Then as he went to turn off the light
and leave the room, he thought about when he found him and what
he’d just said to him, drunk or not, and looked back, “How could I
have ever done anything else?” he said, flipping the switch and
staggering out.

By the time he’d gotten back to his own room,
Mitch was flagging badly himself. His head was spinning and his
stomach was churning like he’d just stepped off of a ship after
having spent many long days at sea. He’d only managed to take off
his pants and boots before it got to him as well, and he passed out
sideways over the bed. It seems the beginnings of jet lag had
finally jumped up and bitten them both on the ass with a
vengeance.

The next morning came much too early for
Mitch. When he woke up finding himself still half dressed and lying
sideways across the bed, all he could manage was a groan and enough
strength to force himself to move lengthwise. His head thumped
mercilessly and the light from the gap in the curtains hurt his
eyes. “Bloody hell,” he groaned as he turned his body away from the
light. Then what seemed like only minutes but must have been hours
passed and he heard the sound of a lock click from the room
adjoining his with Simon’s. He opened his eyes without moving to
find Simon wearing the same clothes he’d passed out in, standing
there looking like whatever it was—the proverbial it that the cat
had dragged in. His eyes were barely open, but what he could see of
them was flaming red with bloodshot, his hair shooting out in all
directions, looking like he’d been frightened out of his wits.

“Dr. Bramson. I don’t feel so good,” he
said sounding like a small child with tummy trouble.

“No. I don’t imagine you do, Simon.
Neither do I, so let me introduce you. Simon, this is a hangover,
hangover this is Simon,” and he waved his hand like he was making a
formal introduction, laughing weakly. Even that simple movement and
the mild sound of his own voice made his head throb with a drum
beat like a tribe of Apaches on the warpath. “But, since you’re the
one standing, why don’t you do us both a favor and go in my shaving
kit and grab the Advil bottle. I’ll take two and so will you,” he
croaked, his throat dehydrated from the libations of the night’s
festivities. Simon turned and walked slowly to his
bathroom.

As Mitch watched him go with only one eye
open, he noticed that Simon’s limp seemed much more pronounced and
realized that it was the first time he’d ever seen him walk without
his brace. Simon returned a moment later holding a glass of water
in one hand and the pills in the other.

Mitch sat up, groaning with the effort at
first, then even louder as whatever was left of the blood rushed
from his head. He took the glass and the pills. Only slightly more
alert from sitting upright, he noticed that Simon wasn’t wearing
any shoes or socks and took the opportunity to observe Simon’s feet
to try and get a better take on what kind of problem he was dealing
with.

At first glance they looked perfectly normal,
well formed and tended. Then as his eyes cleared, he noticed that
Simon’s right foot was slightly turned inward, and when taken in
view with the left, he saw that the left foot was flat on the floor
while the right was arched giving the impression that he was almost
standing on his toes. It was hardly noticeable when he stood still,
but when he walked Mitch realized that the turn in his ankle and
the shortness of his leg, which could have been as much as an inch,
must have made him the butt of cruel jokes from the time he was old
enough to understand that he was different from other children.
“Did you take yours yet?” Mitch asked.

“No, sir, I was waiting for you,” Simon
answered.

“Here, take these then,” Mitch said to
him and sat up on the edge of the bed, handing the pills and glass
back. “I’ll get more. I have to take a leak anyway.” But the truth
of the matter was that he didn’t think he could bear to watch the
kid struggle to walk back to the bathroom. “Go ahead, sit down and
take ‘em. Then just lie down right there and cover up your head for
a while. I’m gonna take a shower and order up some breakfast from
room service.” Simon did as he was told, taking the pills and lying
down. He even covered up his head.

“So ya feel like a traditional English
breakfast there, Simon? Grilled kidneys to go with your eggs maybe,
or how about some smoked herring?” Mitch asked, deciding to
mischievously give the kid’s first hangover a real
welcome.

Simon groaned with disgust from under the
blanket, “Blaaaahhhh.”

Mitch laughed out loud, realizing in that
instant that he’d outsmarted himself when his head began ringing
like the bells of Notre Dame from his own hangover.

When Mitch came back out of the shower,
he could hear Simon snoring from across the room.
Good, he thought to himself. Jet lag
and a hangover were a bit much for the kid on his first day.
Let him sleep it off for a while, and
he sat down at the desk by the window, called downstairs for coffee
to be sent up, then breakfast an hour later as he worked on his
laptop to get a start on some background research for the project,
maps, timelines.

Just after he’d taken in the breakfast cart
and sat back down at his computer, he heard a voice come from
behind him. “I’m sorry about last night, Dr. Bramson. Please don’t
be angry with me.” It was Simon standing behind him. Mitch turned
to face him and noticed the two little gold earrings for the first
time. It set him back a stretch, but he recovered quickly. “Why
would I be angry at you?”

“I guess I got a little out of hand
last night, and…I’m sorry,” Simon said, looking down,
ashamed.

“Stop! There’s nothing to be sorry
about, and since when have I ever been angry with you? We got drunk
and had a great time. At least now you know what I go through every
morning after I’ve been out the night before. You play, you pay,”
Mitch said and smiled. “Now go and get showered up. We have a big
day ahead of us. They’ll be expecting us at the British Museum
soon. We can do whatever we like after that, maybe take in a show
and then go out for more drinks afterwards.” Simon’s normally pale
complexion turned green with the thought as he headed back to his
room. Mitch couldn’t help but turn to watch him go. Seeing him
struggle to touch the floor with his right foot as he went made his
conscience nag at him, Do something! Say
something!

“Oh, and by the way. Once your ears
have healed we’ll getcha some really nice ear cuffs. How about
something in Renaissance gold, or maybe Egyptian if you like?” was
the best he could come up with on such short notice. Simon stopped
in his tracks and touched his left ear. Mitch could see the color
come through his straggly curls, blushing again, because whenever
Simon blushed, his ears blushed along with him, turning bright pink
right to the tips as he closed his door behind him.

***

When Simon was finally alone and had
come to terms with the fact that Dr. Bramson wasn’t going to be
offended or angry with him for saying those things or getting
earrings like his, he broke out into a cold sweat over what was
still ahead. It was all so new to him—life, living. He only really
knew life from books, not from actually experiencing it. He didn’t
know what to do or how to behave. Now Dr. Bramson wanted to take
him to the theater in London’s famous West End. What would they
see? How should he act?…and what should he wear? He had no idea and
he just wouldn’t be able to stand it if he did something wrong and
embarrassed Dr. Bramson. What to do? What to do? Then he got an
idea. He remembered what Madame Duvalier had called him when they
first arrived, ma jeune Monsieur Yeux Bleu,
my young Mr. Blue Eyes. That meant she liked him,
didn’t it? Maybe she would help him if he asked her nicely and
politely. He sat down at his desk, took out some paper and a pen
and wrote,

Dear Madame Duvalier, It’s Simon Holly. Dr.
Bramson wants to take me to the theater tonight, but I’ve never
been to the theater before so I don’t know what to wear. He’s much
too kind to ever say anything and I don’t want to embarrass him.
You are so worldly and I don’t know who else to ask. Can you help
me? Very truly yours, Simon Holly.”

 


Then he folded the letter neatly, tucked into
a hotel envelope, addressed it simply, For Madame Duvalier, and
left it discretely on the counter in front of Robert at the
Concierge Desk before they left for the day.

The British Museum had been old stomping
grounds for Mitch, just as it had been for Jack before him. Now it
was Simon’s turn, and Mitch was going to make sure he had his
chance. While he visited with old colleagues and did his archives
research into the area around Exeter, he got his old friend, Mike
Therax, to assign a tour guide to give Simon a private tour of the
Museum.

Simon was more like Jack in that sense. He
seemed to tend toward the more ancient civilizations where Mitch
always found his meat and potatoes to be 500 A.D. to 1500 A.D.,
specializing, of course in the five centuries surrounding the
millennium mark and the 10th century in particular. The British
Museum with its worldwide reputation for having the finest ancient
art collection in the world, including the Rosetta Stone and the
Elgin Marbles, would keep Simon agog for hours, and the fact that
they were just in time for the opening of a very rare Ancient
Assyrian collection, with their winged lions adorning highly
sophisticated bas reliefs depicting their god structure and
mythology, battles and victories, would without a doubt make
Simon’s decade.

When Mitch went to retrieve him late in
the afternoon, Simon was so excited he just rattled on, “Dr.
Bramson, did you know? Did you see? Can you believe it? I actually
saw the Rosetta Stone!” while thinking to himself,
Me, Simon Holly. Limping, lame Simon Holly from
Holy Family’s Grand Street Foster Home was actually in the same
room with the Rosetta Stone. I could just die! Thank you, Dr.
Bramson, for so much. But he had yet another surprise
coming.

By the time they got back to the hotel, Simon
was still so excited by the eye-popping, jaw-dropping display of
ancient art he’d seen, he forgot all his anxiety about going out in
public, to the theater. Just as he approached his door, it hit him
in the face like an iron skillet. He wasn’t ready. He had no idea
of what to do or what to wear, and less than an hour before dinner
to figure it out.

He broke out in a cold sweat again as
he closed the door behind him thinking, I
can’t go. I’ll tell him I’m sick. Then he saw the suit
bag on the bed, walked over slowly, not knowing what to expect, and
saw a note attached to it.

“My young Mr. Blue Eyes. I got these
from my

grandson. He’s just about your size.

M. D.”



Simon unzipped the bag to find a sky
blue cashmere V-neck sweater and a navy blue tweed sport coat with
navy suede patches on the elbows and a navy shooting patch on the
left shoulder. Wow! Simon
thought as he took them out of the bag, but he had to hurry if he
was going to be ready in time and he still had to
shower.

Just as he was drying off, he heard a light
tapping. He threw on his bathrobe and limped to the door. When he
opened it, Madame Duvalier was standing there with a small, brown
leather bag in her hand. “Viet!” she said smiling, her eyes
shining. “Assiez vous!” she said as she swept into the room,
pointing to the chair which he took to mean he should sit down
there, so he did.

She opened her bag and took out two brushes,
three combs, a spray can and a large white tube. Simon was too
stunned to speak as she went to work, combing his hair through, at
first with the big comb, then again with the smaller one. Before he
knew it, she had her hand full of whatever was in the large white
tube and was running her fingers through his hair, pulling at it to
straighten out his curls.

Next she took the smallest of the combs and
drew it through his hair from front to back, slicking it back so it
stayed away from his forehead and face. Once she was pleased that
the curls were gone and his hair would stay where she put it, she
grabbed the spray can, and shielding his face with her left hand,
sprayed his whole head from top to bottom and side to side with the
can in her right. When she finally stopped, she said with a flip of
her hand, “Voila!” and pointed for him to look in the mirror.

He hardly recognized himself. The curls he’d
worn all his life that always made him look boyish and immature
were gone, and now he looked…grown up, like a man…and not a bad
looking man at that.

Before he’d even had the chance to absorb the
change in his hair, Madame Duvalier was at it again. “Get dressed,”
she said, “I want to see how it all looks.” He obeyed her command
without hesitation, taking the clothes into the bathroom along with
a new pair of unwashed blue jeans he’d gotten just before they
left.

When he came out, Madame Duvalier looked at
him discerningly and clapped her hands, “Oui, yes. Very handsome.
Perfect, your eyes have never looked more blue,” she said, looking
sincerely into his eyes and nodding her approval. “You are now
ready for your public, ma jeune Monsieur Yeux Bleu…and no one will
be embarrassed,” she said waving her finger back and forth, “You
trust your Madame. You go and have a good time…and keep the
clothes. My grandson does not have such eyes as yours. They don’t
look so good on him. I will get him others,” she said with another
flip of her hand, kissing him on both cheeks and handing him a
small tin can.

“And don’t forget to put a shine on
your shoes before you go,” she said smiling with satisfaction as
she rushed out the door.

A few minutes later there was a knock on a
second door, the adjoining door, and a voice calling through it,
“Hey are you ready in there? We still have to see what kind of
tickets we can get and grab a bite before the show.” Simon was very
ready as he opened the door, anxious to know what Mitch thought of
his new nighttime look. When he saw the expression on Mitch’s face,
he knew it would be alright.

“Wow!” Mitch said, looking Simon up and
down and nodding, then jokingly, “Is my Simon in there
somewhere?”

He loved it when Dr. Bramson called him my
Simon, and as was his nature Simon blushed, replying shyly, “Yes,
he’s still in here… somewhere.”

“Simon, your hair looks great,” Mitch
said, nodding his approval again, the similarity to his own slicked
hair combined with the earrings not passing his notice.

“Thanks, I wasn’t sure what to wear.
I’ve never been to the theater before,” Simon said, thinking to
himself, Thank you so much,
Madame.

“Well, come on, we gotta get
going.”

When they got downstairs, Mitch went out and
hailed a cab telling the driver to take them to Leicester Square.
He pulled out the theater section of the London Times. “So what
would you like to see?” Mitch asked and started to rattle off the
names of the shows playing, “Phantom of the Opera? Guys and Dolls?”
He’d already decided that, in the absence of something classical,
Simon’s first theater experience should be a big, splashy musical.
“Blood Brothers? Les Miserables?”

“That one…please!” Simon blurted
out.

“What one?”

“The last one, Les Miz. It seems
everyone’s seen it but me. Can we see that one?”

Mitch had already seen it twice, but since it
was the first time Simon had expressed an interest in anything
outside of school and work, he decided to try and make a go of
it.

“Sure, I think we can arrange that,” he
said as the cabbie pulled up to the curb outside of the alley where
all the ticket booths were lined up. “Stay here and hold the
cab.”

Simon watched through the cab window at how
effortlessly Mitch seemed to move. Unlike himself, saddled with a
short leg and a heavy brace, Mitch had an athletic quality and
easily dodged through the passer bys. He watched excitedly as the
booth man and Mitch exchanged cash for an envelope and Mitch came
trotting back to the cab, “Done!”

Next Mitch had the cabbie drop them off on
Old Compton Street at the edge of the theater district. They walked
a few blocks before Mitch stopped in front of a homey, cramped
looking little restaurant called The Stock Pot, then walked in. The
manager saw him immediately and smiled, “Long time no see, Dr.
Bramson. What’s it been, a year?”

“At least, but it seems like a
lifetime,” he said smiling, taking the manager’s hand and shaking
it firmly. “Think you could have a table for us, Eddie? We’re kind
of in a hurry this time. Theater tickets, you know,” he
said.

“Yes, of course, Dr. Bramson. I’ll have
a corner booth for you in just a minute. Consider yourself bumped
up,” Eddie said smiling and pointing to the bar. “Just give me a
minute.”

Mitch and Simon worked their way through the
line and the crowded space to the bar. While Mitch ordered drinks,
a Coke for Simon after his recent hangover, Simon took the time to
absorb all his eyes could see of everything around him, the hustle
and bustle of what seemed to be an endless array of tall blonde
waitresses rushing around, serving customers and speaking to each
other in what sounded like to him to be Polish.

When he brought his attention back around to
the front of the bar, he saw row after row of unframed signed 8x10
glossy photographs tacked to the wall, celebrities who apparently
favored the place. What he didn’t expect to see there was the
signed cover of Time Magazine with the caption, “Dr. Bramson’s
Bayeux” among them. He understood then, even if only for a fleeting
second, what it must be like to be Mitch, and in that moment Simon
Holly from the Holy Family Foster Home felt like he stood just a
little bit taller.

Once they were seated and the waitress
came over to them, Mitch ordered his usual, country pate for a
starter and Frutti Di Mare for his entrée, then he looked at Simon.
“So what’ll you have?” Simon’s head reeled, Wow! Pate? Frutti Di
Mare? He had no idea what that was. What do
I do? flashed through his head.

Mitch picked up on it like he could read his
mind, although his eyes that did all the telling, and he handled
it. “My friend will have the smoked mackerel to start, pot roast
with mash and root vegetables. I’ll have another beer and he’ll
have another Coke. We’ll finish with cheese and biscuits and…an
apple crumble and a custard tart. Oh, and, Miss, if we could have a
few extra small plates, please,” Mitch said.

The waitress smiled and nodded as she took
down the order in short hand, “Ja.”

When she was gone, he shook his head and
smiled at Simon, “Don’t worry. I got some of everything and the
extra plates are so you can test all of it. I never want you to
forget this trip, Simon. It’s going to be your introduction to the
world,” Mitch said, a replay of Simon’s words from the night before
echoing though his mind.

“Oh, I don’t think there’ll much of a
chance of that,” Simon said smiling back brightly, and
blushing.

The meal was a resounding success. Simon
found out that he liked both the pate and smoked mackerel, loved
the pot roast and would definitely give that Frutti whatever
another try. Feeling on the verge of full, he passed on the cheese
so he would be sure to have room the desserts. He couldn’t decide
which he liked best, the crumble or the tart, so Mitch let him eat
all of both of them and ordered himself another beer. Then it was
on to the theater.

The walk of the four or five blocks to the
theater refreshed them both and they took their time, the benefit
of immediate seating for dinner. They strolled along, leisurely
taking in the sights of the theater district until they came to
their marquee.

The similarity between the big eyes of the
figure in the poster and Simon’s didn’t dawn on Mitch at the time
but would be unmistakable later.

Simon was fascinated by the posters and the
lights outside, getting more and more excited with each step as
they went in. His mouth dropped open when he saw the sumptuous art
nouveau carvings and plaster work, gilt cherubs adorning the entire
outline of the stage, shimmering in the glow from an enormous
crystal chandelier, dangling with what seemed to be hundreds of
intricately bowed teardrop crystals.

Around the chandelier, the rest of the
ceiling was divided into quarters by more gilt cherubs, each
quarter panel containing a gloriously drawn and executed tempera
mural of a seminal scene from Greek mythology. He recognized all of
them: Orpheus descending into Hades to rescue Eurydice; Icarus
flying into the sun; Medea lamenting her dead children with the
bloody dagger still in her hand; and Echo pining away for Cupid
among the flora and fauna of some mystical forest.

He was only pulled back to the
twenty-first century by the sound of Mitch’s voice laughing as they
arrived at their seats. “Hey, you’re gonna get a stiff neck that
way,” he said, handing him a program and pointing to their seats.
They were twelfth row center on the aisle. The best seats in the
house made easy since it the show was over twenty years old; a
perfect position for a panoramic musical like Les Miz.

When the curtain went up, Mitch looked at
Simon who all of a sudden seemed to turn into a child again. His
eyes went wide when he saw the sets and his mouth fell open again
when the overture started and the cast began to take the stage. At
first Mitch felt the satisfaction he usually got with a job well
done, but it was somehow mixed with a nagging reservation of…what?
The impact of seeing Simon turn into a child again brought him back
to that snowy day at Holy Family. It worried him, reminding him
that Simon hadn’t had the benefit of an ordinary childhood, far
from it.

Everything seemed to be going well at first.
They both were enthralled by the compelling story of injustice, the
scope of the visual staging of pre-revolutionary France and most of
all the sweeping beauty of the music. Then Eponine, the orphaned
waif from the poster, took the stage for the show-stopping musical
number, “On My Own.” The girl who sang the role had an incredible
soaring voice that raised the rafters of that theater.

“And now I'm all alone
again. Nowhere to turn, no one to go to. Without a home, without a
friend, without a face to say hello to. But now the night is near.
And I can make-believe he's here.”



Halfway through the song, Mitch felt a slight
trembling and heard muffled sounds next to him. He turned his head
to find Simon shaking, huge droplets falling from his eyes,
streaming down his face, his chest heaving with restrained
sobs.

“All my life I've only been
pretending. Without me, his world will go on turning. The world is
full of happiness that I have never known.”



In that moment Mitch knew he’d made a
terrible mistake. As he looked at that heartbroken, sobbing boy,
the horrible know-ledge of Simon’s unforgivable childhood came
rushing back to him with the same intensity he had felt when he
first found him. He could feel Simon’s pain reflected in his own,
like a mirror held up to both their pasts. He must have looked just
like him that day at his mother’s funeral when Jack showed up.
Somewhere in the back of his mind his conscience spoke to
him, Do not let him suffer, Mitchell. Do
something! But what? he asked his conscience—and it
came to him. He thought about Jack. How he’d come to him at the
funeral home that day and held him close while he cried his heart
out on his shoulder. How his kind voice comforted him, his strong
arms making him feel safe and secure; reassuring him that he wasn’t
alone, and he acted on it.

He reached over and took Simon’s trembling
hand, holding it tightly, wiping his own eyes with his other until
the song was over and the scene had changed.

“But only on my
own…”

When the final curtain came down, they both
leapt to their feet, clapping and wiping what was left of the
dampness from their faces; Simon with an almost rapturous look on
his.

Out in the lobby afterwards, Simon excused
himself with his usual politeness and went to the men’s room to
wash his face, giving Mitch the time he needed to think of
something to say. Back a few minutes later, Simon looked better,
composed and… refreshed, having let his demons out of their cage,
at least until the next time.

“I’m sorry, Simon. Maybe we should’ve
seen ‘Guys and Dolls’ instead. I wasn’t thinking…” Mitch said,
feeling guilty for having taken the kid on such an emotionally
charged rollercoaster ride so unnecessarily. After all Simon had
been through in his life before he’d found him, he’d rather cut off
his own hand than hurt Simon or let him be hurt.

“Oh, no! Please don’t be sorry, Dr.
Bramson. I’m not. It was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen in
my whole life. I’ll never forget it as long as I live,” Simon said,
a poignancy in his voice Mitch had never heard before, making sure
Mitch saw that his eyes were clear to know that he meant it. Then
Simon pointed to the concession stand to change the subject. “Can
I?”

Satisfied for the moment that maybe he’d done
a good thing after all, Mitch nodded and followed him. “We’ll have
a CD, two tee shirts, one extra large, one large, a poster and a
coffee cup,” he said, pushing out a fifty pound note over Simon’s
shoulder and taking the bag. “Don’t worry. English sizes run small
and they shrink,” he said as they headed out the door into the
street. “And now for something completely different…”

“Huh? Simon asked.

“You didn’t think we were going
straight back to the hotel, did you? Ooooooh noooooo!”

They grabbed another cab, Mitch telling the
driver, “The Tower tube station, please, driver.”

When they got out again at the tube station
across from the Tower of London, Simon saw a man dressed
dramatically in a cape and top hat standing on a box, waving around
pamphlets in his hand, surrounded by a group of people. Mitch
intentionally went ahead and handed the man some money. The man
handed him two pamphlets in return. Simon was only just approaching
the group by then. Mitch met him half way and handed him a
pamphlet. Simon looked at it in the glow of the lamp light. A chill
ran down his spine, “The Jack the Ripper Walking Tour,” and he
looked back up at Mitch, comic alarm written all over his face.

“I told you it was something completely
different,” Mitch said, making his eyes look crazy and putting on a
sinister, devilish smile. “So…are you up for it?”

“Oh, yeah, totally,” Simon answered
excitedly, thinking to himself, I would not
have missed this ride for anything in the world.

As they did the walk, Mitch paid particular
attention to Simon’s reaction to the story teller, the tales and
the surroundings. It was a clear enough night after a short
Londonesque rain during the show that made the cobblestone streets
wet, and very dark. As he watched Simon’s eyes, he found they had
an ability in common, one he hadn’t noticed, or had no reason to
before.

When he was younger and first getting into
the historical art and archaeology field, he used to set his mind
to take him back to wherever it was he wanted to experience. Part
intellect, part imagination and part visualization, he could block
out modern world stimuli and realistically reconstruct whatever
period he was experiencing whether it was Renaissance Italy or
Ancient Egypt, the Court of Charlemagne or the world of El Cid.

He could imagine the sights and smells, the
manner of dress and the language. There were times he even thought
he could get into their minds, their thought patterns and processes
based on the knowledge available to them at the time. Many times he
could feel their superstition and their ignorance of science to
uniquely understand why they acted the way they did, most times in
ways that horrified the modern mind; the source of plagues and the
burning times of witches, the worshipping of many gods and the
sacrificing to them. He was seeing it in Simon’s eyes then, as they
walked through the wet cobblestone streets of Old London, his eyes
wide and wandering, taking in everything he could grasp,
synthesizing it into forms and language, dress and economics.

He was visualizing and understanding how the
squalor of Victorian London forced women who wanted to live
respectable lives into doing things they wouldn’t have ordinarily
done in order to feed themselves. He was visualizing and
understanding that there was no such thing as birth control or
condoms and that these women lived their lives in danger of
brutality and disease every day, finding no other solace than in
the cheap gin that took them away from it all for a short time, and
he understood the violence. That was when it dawned on Mitch that
he’d made another huge mistake in taking Simon there. He had
momentarily forgotten that Simon knew that world all too well,
first hand, and would carry the scars of it with him for the rest
of his life. But unlike his reaction to the show, Simon’s reaction
to the Ripper Walk was one of fascination, hesitating in his
analysis only when the speaker described the neighborhood church as
‘The Prostitute’s Church’ because they were known to stroll around
it looking for trade.

Mitch tried to make light of it as they came
to the notorious pub known as ‘The Ten Bells’ where Jack the Ripper
apparently hunted for his women, pulling Simon out of his 1880s
world by asking him if he wanted to go in and get a little bit of
the hair of the dog that bit him the night before. Mitch could tell
by his expression that Simon wasn’t ready to try it again so soon,
so they went next door instead and grabbed some fish and chips
wrapped in paper for a midnight snack before hailing a cab to go
back to the hotel. It was getting late, after all, and they did
have an early start in the morning with a very long train ride
ahead of them.

***

The next morning did, indeed, come early, and
when Simon came out of the shower at 5:00A.M., his big black curls
had returned and he dressed quickly. He knew that they had to be at
the train station by seven, so he couldn’t dawdle too long. They
hadn’t even had breakfast yet. When he got downstairs, Mitch was
already waiting for him in the entry hall with all the bags but
Simon’s and talking to Madame Duvalier. Just as he was approaching,
Madame was speaking to Mitch in English, “You are doing a very fine
thing with the boy,” she said, then switched to French when she saw
Simon coming close enough to hear.

Once Simon was with them, Mitch took his bags
and set them with the rest, then went to hail a cab. Madame
Duvalier took Simon by the hand and led him into a corner. “Did you
have a good time last night, my young blue eyes?” she asked him,
looking into his big blue eyes and raising her hand to lightly
touch his face.

Simon nodded, “Yes Madame. I had the most
wonderful time in my life. Thank you so much,” he said.

Madame put her arms around him and hugged him
tightly, her eyes misty. It seems the otherwise starched
businesswoman had gotten very attached to the young Mr. Blue Eyes
in a very short time.

“You always have a place here with
Madame when you need it, just like he does, my young blue eyes,”
she whispered in his ear before letting him go.

Just as Mitch came back in to tell them he’d
gotten a cab, Madame Duvalier handed Simon two bags, one paper, the
other the leather bag he’d seen the night before with the brushes
and combs. “Breakfast for you to take with you. It’s not good to go
without breakfast when you are traveling,” she said and winked at
him. The next thing he knew, Mitch was ushering him out the door
followed by Robert carrying the heavier bags. Madame Duvalier
walked out behind them and hugged them both again. “Not so long
next time. Mais oui?” she said to Mitch, kissing him on both
cheeks.

“Oui, Madame,” Mitch agreed, smiling
sincerely.

Then she shook her finger at Simon and said,
“You trust your Madame. Oui?” Simon nodded and hugged her again,
then got in the cab, waving to her as it pulled away.

The strain of keeping bags in order on the
train wore Simon out, so by the time they got to their coach car,
he was already exhausted and in another lag cycle. “Don’t sweat
it,” Mitch said to him when he saw that his eyes were drooping,
about to nod. “Jet lag always hits me hardest on the third day, so
go ahead and take a nap if you want. It won’t hurt you.”

Simon laid himself down on the seat using his
jacket as an extra pillow. Mitch took off his own jacket and
covered him. “Nighty night,” he said as the train pulled out of the
station, then set about battling his own lag.

After about a half an hour they were well
clear of London and just getting out into the suburbs. A half an
hour after that, they were in the country. No matter how many times
he’d seen it, he could never get over the sheer green beauty of the
English countryside, neatly squared off patches of farmland framed
by carefully trimmed hedgerows giving it a patchwork quilt effect
that never ceased to amaze him. Being in the country always brought
out the softer side of him, his city edge slowly slipping away.
Combined with his increasing struggle with the lag, he looked over
and saw Simon sleeping peacefully. A tide of sentimentality rushed
over him thinking about how much Simon had grown since he’d first
found him, and he let himself drift back.

He remembered those days so clearly. How
could he ever forget them? It was Christmas-time, and as happened
with him every holiday season, the clouds of his past drifted over
him, dampening his spirit and darkening his view of the
festivities.

***

It always began the day after Thanksgiving
because it was always on that day that the radio stations started
playing Christmas music in the hopes of spurring on retail sales.
He couldn’t go anywhere in New York City without hearing his
mother’s voice singing Poor in New York at Christmas. It came out
of apartment windows, was playing in all the shops, blared out of
car windows, five, ten, fifteen times a day or more. It was
everywhere and the more he heard it as Christmas Eve approached the
darker… emptier and lonelier he got.

The holiday season seemed to get worse with
each passing year because it signaled another year of distance from
the memories he tried so desperately to hold on to, and the time he
didn’t make it to Jack’s Christmas party. It always made him feel
lost, adrift, and…hopeless.

Adding to that, he was physically drained
from just having finished his lecture tour of the twelve poorest
high schools in New York City, a program he’d fought for against
the judgment of the Museum’s board of directors, but with his
passion for the project, and Jack’s politics, they let him do it.
Then, of course, The New York Times got hold of it, thanks again to
Jack’s politics, and he was a hero.

It was December twenty-third and he was a
wreck, his body ached and his spirit was ebbing rapidly when he got
home from the Museum. He’d poured himself a large vodka on the
rocks and sat at his desk staring at the stack of mail he hadn’t
looked at in at least ten days. Well, no time like the present, he
thought as he tipped his glass, the last of the cold vodka running
down his throat, and poured himself another before reaching for the
scattered stack of mail on his desk and starting to sort. “Crap,
crap, crap,” he said as he pitched flyers in the waste basket next
to him. “Bill, bill, crap, more crap, bill, still more crap,” he
said to himself when he came to a crumpled white envelope addressed
neatly by hand with small handwriting, definitely personal. He
never got personal mail— other than for Jack and a few of the
people at the Museum, he didn’t know enough ‘personal’ people who
would write to him. He looked for a return address, “S. Holly, Holy
Family, Grand Street, New York, New York. Curious, he opened it and
began reading.

Dear Dr. Bramson,

My name is Simon Holly and I was one of the
students at Holy Family who attended your lecture. I know you are a
very busy man, and I don’t mean to take up your time. I just wanted
you to thank you for coming to see us and to tell you how much I
learned from you and enjoyed everything you had to show us and tell
us about your life in the field and at the Museum. It was a special
treat for me because I’ve always loved stories about castles and
knights, ancient cultures and art, and other than for your visit
and seeing the beautiful things you brought with you, the only time
I’ve ever seen them was on the TV in our common room when I can
watch The History Channel or The Learning Channel, and I would like
you to know how much your visit meant to me and how your coming to
see us made it real for me. Thank you for taking the time out of
your busy life to come see us. I will never forget you.

Very truly yours,

Simon Holly

 


Mitch took a deep breath, poured himself
another drink and read it again. It was the only personal letter
he’d received from a student on the tour. He’d gotten many letters
at the Museum from the teachers and signed by all the students, but
this one was different. This kid clearly had written it all by
himself, and had found out where to mail it. There was nothing pro
forma about it. It was personal, apologetic in its tone and those
words, “Holy Family…common room…never forget you.” Something…
some-thing about it tugged at him, something…sad, lonely.

Mitch didn’t sleep well that night. The next
day was Christmas Eve and he was already starting to crumble from
the inside. He got up every few hours to have a drink and reread
the letter. By the next morning, his eyes were bloodshot, his head
ached, and he was ready to go out on his usual Christmas Eve tear
which always ended up with him passed out on Jack’s couch, not
really remembering how he got there.

He started out that morning by taking the
subway downtown to Thirty-fourth Street and walking south,
revisiting his memories of his mother every time he passed a
homeless shelter or soup kitchen that they’d worked in, now long
closed, hearing her song come out of an opening or closing shop
door.

He went back to their old apartment on First
Avenue and stood outside staring; trying desperately to recall what
little things he could from his childhood there. Then he just
wandered aimlessly for what seemed like hours, and when he looked
up, he saw the sign, Holy Family Catholic School, and went
inside.

It had only been a few weeks since he’d been
there, so he knew where to go. In the office, he saw one of the
same habited nuns who’d greeted him on his first visit, a stout
woman in her fifties with a freshly scrubbed look to her round
cheeks and chin. “Dr. Bramson,” she said, surprised to see him
again.

“How are you Sister? Merry Christmas,”
he said quietly.

“Merry Christmas to you, too. What can
I do for you? You’re not giving another lecture here so soon are
you?”

“No, Sister. I was just in the
neighborhood and was wondering if Father Perez might have a few
minutes for me,” he asked her, the sound of his own words echoing
in his ears.

“Well, let me check,” she said politely
and went to look at a calendar book on her desk. Just then a door
to the right opened and a tall, slim man of about thirty-four or
-five with dark blonde hair and pale green eyes came out wearing
clerical blacks and a white collar. He went to speak to the Sister
but saw Mitch instead. “Dr. Bramson! I didn’t think I’d be seeing
you again so soon. Did you forget and leave something when you were
here?” Father Javier Perez asked.

“No, Father, I just stopped by to see
if maybe you had a few minutes to talk to me.”

“Why, yes, of course, please come in,”
he said kindly to Mitch, then spoke to the secretary nun. “When
would my next appointment be, Sister?”

“Twenty minutes, Father,” she said
dutifully.

“Please come in, Doctor,” the priest
said to him politely. Mitch went in and waited for Father Perez to
close the door behind them.

“Please make yourself comfortable,” the
priest said, motion-ing with his hand for Mitch to take a seat
before going around his desk and taking his own.

“Now what can I do for you, Dr.
Bramson?” Father Perez asked, his eyes brimming with a mixture of
curiosity and concern. It was no effort for the priest to see that
the man sitting before him was struggling with something intense.
Mitch stumbled for an answer, then not able to find the words, took
the letter out of his pocket and handed it to the
priest.

Father Perez just smiled and shook his
head as he read. “Yes, that’s our Simon,” he said fondly, then
looked at Mitch, searching his eyes for why such a man had bothered
to come down there in person, and in such a state of…what?
Torment? Grief? Confusion? He
couldn’t quite put his finger on it.

“Can you tell me about him?” Mitch
asked humbly, shifting nervously in his chair.

“Why, yes, of course. Simon’s our very
best student, head and shoulders above any of the others
academically. He’ll be our valedictorian when he graduates in the
summer,” Father Perez answered, still searching Mitch with his
intense pale green eyes from behind his high Castilian
cheekbones.

“Can I ask how he got here,
Father?”

“Well, Simon has been with the Holy
Family Foster Home since he was a young child. I’ve only been here
for five years but I can tell you that, although he is one of our
success stories, how he came to us is one of our…well…saddest,” the
priest said hesitantly while coming to the conclusion, at least in
his own mind, that Mitchell Bramson’s presence there that day was
more than just a casual call. “But I’ll tell you what, Sister Mary
Immaculata was here when Simon came into our care. Let me see if
she’s available to speak to you,” and he got up and went to the
door, calling out to the secretary nun, “Sister Helene, can you
please see if Sister Mary Immaculata is available to come
in?”

“Yes, Father.”

A few minutes later, there was a knock at the
door. “Come in, please,” the priest called out and the door opened.
Another habited nun entered and went over to stand beside Father
Perez. She was about forty or so and rather plain but with kind,
earnest blue eyes and a humble demeanor. “Please, Sister Mary, have
a seat. You remember Dr. Bramson, don’t you?”

“Yes, of course. Good to see you again,
Doctor,” she greeted him, her eyes wary as to why he would be
there, or what it could possibly have to do with her. Father Perez
spoke.

“May I?” he asked Mitch before handing
Sister Mary the letter.

“Yes, please,” Mitch said nodding.
Sister Mary read the letter to much the same reaction as Father
Perez.

“Yes, that is our Simon,” she said,
smiling affectionately. The priest spoke again.

“Dr. Bramson is interested in knowing
about Simon’s background, Sister. I know you were here when Simon
arrived, so I thought it best if you spoke to Dr. Bramson
yourself,” he said with a voice that gave her the approval to speak
frankly.

She paused for a moment to collect herself
and choose her words carefully. She looked Mitch directly in the
eyes before she spoke. “Well, Simon’s case was one of our most
serious, Doctor,” she said with an obvious tone of restraint and
took a deep breath. “His mother was a hopeless drug addict and
prostitute in the neighborhood. No one knows who the boy’s father
is. She probably didn’t know herself. She was murdered by one of
her ‘boyfriends’ when Simon was only four. The police found him
hiding under the bed where she had been stabbed to death,” Sister
Mary said, a little too coolly, her pale blue eyes clouding
over.

“Simon came to us because she’d been a
parishioner here once and left a letter with Father Edwards, who
was the priest here at the time, granting Holy Family guardianship
of Simon if anything ever happened to her. It seems she had the
idea that she might die of an overdose or something and wanted to
make some arrangement for Simon. The last thing the state needed
was another orphan on their hands, so when we petitioned the court
for custody, the state didn’t object and the judge just signed off
on it.” Then the coolness in her voice changed, drastically, and
her eyes, too; intense, brooding.

“When Simon came to us, he was in a
most deplorable condition, terribly abused…the worst I’ve ever
seen. It took months for me to even get him to speak,” she said,
her voice taking on an emotional quiver and her eyes welling up
with tears. “He was more than half starved to death and he had
bruises all over his little body, and terrible cigarette burns all
over his little chest and back, some were old and healed, but the
rest were still fresh and healing from infection with the care he
got in the hospital. Then there was his…” She stopped to cover her
mouth as she broke into tears.

“That’ll be fine, Sister,” Father Perez
said, handing her a tissue from the box on his desk. He looked back
to Mitch, who, by then, had become visibly moved by the Sister’s
story himself as it entwined itself in his mind with the letter
he’d gotten. ‘I will never forget
you.’

“So you see, Dr. Bramson, Simon is very
special to us here at Holy Family. He’s our shining star and very
close to our hearts,” the priest said to Mitch, searching into him
once again with those intense pale green eyes as if he were trying
to speak to him without words. “Why are you here?”

“Can I see him? Speak to him?” Mitch
asked quietly, without thinking,

“Yes, of course. I have an appointment
coming in any minute, but I’m sure Sister Mary wouldn’t mind taking
you to see him. Would you, Sister?”

“Not at all, Father. It would be my
pleasure,” she said and stood up, still dabbing her eyes. “If
you’ll follow me.”

He followed Sister Mary Immaculata down the
sterile, painted, cement block corridor to a classroom at the end.
“If you’ll wait here, Doctor, I’ll bring him out for you,” she said
as she opened the door and went in, closing it behind her. He went
close to the door, watching through the glass as Sister Mary
whispered in the ear of another nun seated at a desk. He heard the
teacher nun call out loud, “Simon, would you accompany Sister Mary,
please.”

A moment later he saw a pale, thin teenager
stand up and begin to move to the front of the class. As the boy
moved closer, he could see he was really little more than a mop of
big black curls and wide blue eyes. But there was something else,
something not right about the way he was moving.

As the boy got closer to the front of the
class, Mitch could see that he wasn’t walking properly. He was
limping, badly. When the boy turned the corner at the end of the
row of desks, Mitch could see the heavy metal brace on his right
leg, sticking out from under his ill-fitting, worn pants, weighing
him down.

Mitch backed away as Sister Mary and the boy
came closer to the door, his vision narrowing like he was suddenly
thrown down a long dark tunnel back to Victorian England and was
seeing a scared, lonely, adolescent Dickensian Tiny Tim come to
life.

When the door opened, Sister Mary came out.
The boy was hardly visible behind her, just those big eyes peeking
around her, filled with apprehension, and those curls. “Simon, you
remember Dr, Bramson, don’t you?” she said as she pulled him from
behind her.

“Y…y…yes,” he stammered quietly, his
eyes focusing on the floor.

“He’d like to talk to you,” she said to
Simon, then spoke to Mitch. “How about we go into the lunch room?
It’s empty now,” and they walked in silence down another corridor
to the left, exactly like the one they’d first come down. Soon they
were at another door, to a much larger room filled with folding
tables. Sister Mary spoke again. “Simon, why don’t you go on in and
sit down. I’d like to speak to Dr. Bramson for a moment.” The boy
followed her instruction without hesitation.

Once Simon was out of earshot, Sister Mary
turned her gaze to Mitch. “I just wanted to tell you that given the
violence in Simon’s background, he’s always been a very…highly
strung… nervous child. Since then, he’s never really been out in
the world and can be very…wary of strangers, so if you wouldn’t
mind, I’d like to be able to sit in on your meeting. He’s always
been comfortable with me, and I can sit well away from you so you
can still have your privacy, but he’ll still know that I’m there.
Would that be alright?” she asked nervously.

“Yes, of course, Sister. That would be
perfectly fine.”

“Thank you, Doctor. I know it’ll make
Simon feel more at ease,” and they went in.

Sister Mary headed left, quietly taking a
seat on the other side of the room. Mitch went straight ahead and
sat down opposite the boy at the lunch table. The boy wouldn’t look
at him at first. He just kept his eyes focused on his hands folded
on the table in front of him.

Again, not knowing how to begin, Mitch took
the letter out of his pocket and put it down on the table in front
of the boy. The boy looked up, his eyes large and glassy, afraid
and…embarrassed. Eyes brimming, he looked down again. “I…I h…h…hope
I…didn’t…offend you, sir. P…p…please d…d…don’t b…b…be angry. I…know
th…th…that you’re a v…v…very b…busy man.” The boy’s hands, still
folded on the table before him, began to tremble.

Mitch was stunned. He didn’t know what to do
or say, so he took a deep breath, then said what came naturally. He
spoke very slowly and calmly, partially so as not to frighten the
boy further and partially to keep control of his own emotions, but
never taking eyes off the boy.

“I’m not angry at you, Simon. Please,
you don’t have to be afraid of me, not ever,” he said doing his
best to convey with his eyes and voice the sincerity of his words
to the pitifully frightened boy. “That letter is the very best
letter I have ever gotten in my life. That’s why I came to see
you.”

Simon glanced back up to him questioningly.
His eyes changed, still wide but no longer as fearful. His hands
slowly stopped trembling. He didn’t seem so much afraid anymore
as…perplexed.

“R…r…really?” Simon asked, astounded,
his eyes taking on a quiet shine.

“Yes, really. That’s why I came to talk
to you. I wanted to tell you that myself.” That was when Mitch
first heard it, the murmur of his conscience sounding like his
mother’s voice. Do something,
it said, and Mitch spoke. “I’ve always loved castles and
knights, art and culture, too. That’s why I became an art scholar.
So tell me, Simon, what are you going to do when you graduate and
leave here?”

Simon thought a moment, “Well, Father Perez
says that I really only have two choices. I can either become a
priest and the Church will pay for my college or I can leave and
get a job and maybe get enough grant money to go to the community
college,” Simon said shyly, thinking it an odd question; not
understanding why this man was asking such a question.

“Well, let’s put it another way. If you
had your choice, what would you want to do when you leave here?
What would be your dream?”

“Dream?” Simon asked, like he didn’t
understand the word.

“Yes. What do you dream of being?”
Mitch said clarifying the question for him. Simon’s eyes got wide
again. No one had ever asked him about what he dreamed or told him
that he could even have a dream. He thought for a moment and came
up with the only honest answer he could, then turned his eyes back
down to look at his hands folded on the table.

“M…m…my d…dream would be…to be just
like you,” the boy said, quietly, almost inaudibly. Mitch sat back,
blown away, like he’d been struck in the heart with a pick
axe. Like me? he asked
himself, and it was as if Melanie Woodward was standing behind him,
nudging him with her hand, whispering in his ear.

Suddenly he wasn’t at Holy Family anymore,
and he wasn’t grown up anymore either. He was five years old and
holding onto her skirt as she dished out stuffing and cranberry
sauce to a woman with a little boy and girl about his age on
Christmas Eve at the shelter in the Bowery. He was looking up at
her. “Why are we doing this?” he’d asked her innocently.

She picked him up and whispered quietly in
his ear so no one else could hear, “Because these people have no
home, Mitchell, and this is how we can give them a little piece of
ours. Home doesn’t always have to be a building,” she smiled and
gave him the big spoon as she held him up so he could dish out the
mashed potatoes to the next person in line to feel part of what
they were doing. Then he was back at Holy Family, missing her
terribly and looking into the wide, innocent blue eyes of that
lonely boy, knowing how much he’d suffered; how much he’d done
without— both materially and emotionally. He took a deep breath and
spoke again, cautiously at first.

“Well…I…have an idea about that. Do you
think you might like it if I could arrange for you to go to my old
school, Columbia, to study history, or archaeology, or art?
Anything that would make you happy.” The words began to flow. “I’ll
make sure you get whatever grants and scholarships you can, and
since Father Perez tells me that you’ll be graduating at the top of
your class, that shouldn’t be too hard, and…I’ll pay for the rest
myself,” he said, suddenly thinking it was about time to put some
of that good old Bramson bribe money to use in a way that would
make his mother proud.

He reached out and put his hand over Simon’s
hands still folded on the table and looked intently into his eyes;
his voice deepening with conviction. “And you have my word; I will
never let anyone hurt you ever again.”

Simon’s pupils dilated, his eyelids fluttered
and the color drained from his face. The next thing Mitch knew, the
kid had passed out, fainted, and fell backwards.

“Sister! Sister! Please help me!” he
shouted out to the nun across the room as he got up and ran over to
the boy.

“What happened?” Sister Mary cried out
shrilly as she ran to their side.

“Uh…I don’t know; one minute we were
talking and the next he was on the floor. I’m sure he hit his head.
Do you have an infirmary or something here?” he said, picking the
boy up, ready to carry him in any direction.

“This way…” Sister Mary said, leading
him through the door, back into the corridor and to another room
down yet another identical corridor, into yet another sterile room,
and laid the boy down on a stretcher.

Yet another nun came running over with a cool
towel and a vial of smelling salts. As soon as Simon was under the
care of the nurse nun, Sister Mary tugged at his sleeve pulling him
back out into the corridor, he started pacing. Sister Mary could
see that he was sweating bullets and tried to reassure him,
reminding him that she did warn him that Simon was very high
strung.

“So what exactly happened in there,
Doctor?” she asked with kind concern, for both of them.

“We were just talking and he
suddenly…keeled over,” Mitch said, rubbing his hand over his
forehead with worry and guilt.

“What were you talking about, if you
don’t mind my asking?”

“Not at all. I just told him that I
would get him into Columbia and pay for it myself if I had to,” he
told her, shrugging and looking down to let his hair fall over his
face. Silence. When he looked back up, Sister Mary’s eyes were wide
and fluttering. Jesus Christ, not another
fainter! he thought, positioning himself to catch her
if he had to.

“Please tell me you’re not joking,
Doctor,” she asked seriously.

“Not at all, Sister. I wouldn’t joke
about something as impor-tant as that. I’ll mentor him through it
and see that he gets the best of everything,
personally.”

“Oh! Doctor Bramson!” she cried out,
throwing her arms around him. “You’re an angel!”

“Oh no, Sister. Far from it, believe
me…” he laughed nervously. “…now go back in there and see to it
that that bump on the head hasn’t hurt our brainchild any. We have
big plans for him now. Don’t we? I’ll go see Father Perez to tell
him my idea. If he approves we can get the ball rolling.
Applications for admission were due months ago, so I’m going to
have to pull some strings to get this done,” he said as he headed
back down the corridor towards the Main Office, leaving one stunned
nun in his wake.

He found his way back to the priest’s office
not long afterwards, notwithstanding the fact that all the
corridors looked exactly alike. When he went in, Sister Helene was
at a filing cabinet with her back to him. He cleared his throat
politely to get her attention. She turned around. “Dr. Bramson,
twice in one day. This is a surprise,” she said, the dimples in her
cheeks showing as she smiled.

“Yes, Sister. I was wondering if Father
Perez had finished with his appointment yet.”

“Why yes; he has. Would you like to see
him again?”

“Yes, please, if it wouldn’t be too
much trouble,” he said, feeling more humbled by their sacrifices
every moment he spent in their collective presence.

Sister Helene went to the main office door,
knocked lightly then went in. Father Perez was on the phone. She
motioned with her hand and spoke softly, “Dr. Bramson is here to
see you again.”

Father Perez just waved his hand to her
indicating that she should bring him in. Sister Helene turned
around and with the same hand motion waved at him to come in as
Father Perez was hanging up the phone. “Well, Dr. Bramson. I take
it you saw Simon?” the priest asked, clearly already knowing the
answer.

Mitch didn’t bother to say ‘yes.’ He just cut
to the chase. “Why didn’t you and Sister Mary tell me about his
leg?” he said, holding his hands out in bewilderment.

“Would it have made any difference,
Doctor?” the priest asked, the intensity Mitch had seen earlier
came back into his eyes.

Mitch let his head hang and shook his head.
“No. Of course not. None at all.”

“The doctors’ reports when he was
brought in said that it was broken severely before he was old
enough to walk, and wasn’t attended. It healed badly and didn’t
grow properly,” the priest said. “But please sit down, Doctor. I
just got off the phone with Sister Akelo at the infirmary. He’s
awake and he’s fine. Just a little egg on the back of his head.”
Mitch breathed a sigh of relief as he flopped back down in the same
chair he’d vacated earlier.

“So what is it you wanted to see me
about, Doctor?” the priest asked calmly. Mitch took a deep breath
and let it out slowly, taking a few seconds to choose his words
carefully before speaking.

“Well Father…” he started, but Father
Perez interrupted him before he could finish.

“Are you a Catholic, Dr.
Bramson?”

Mitch thought the question odd, but not odd
enough to make an issue of it. He simply answered, “No.”

“Then there’s no real need for you to
call me Father. I’m a modern priest not all that caught up in
formalities. We’re close in age and both educated men. Under the
circumstances, I think you can call me Javier,” Father Perez said
with an almost friendly shine in his eyes and tone in his voice.
Mitch pointed to his own chest and simply said, “Mitch.”

“Okay, Mitch, now what did you want to
talk about?” Javier asked patiently, putting his hands together,
interlocking his fingers and holding them to his mouth giving him a
pensive, thoughtful look

“Well…Javier, I wanted to ask about
Simon’s future,” he said quietly.

“That’s a difficult question to
answer…Mitch. He’ll age out of the system a few weeks after
graduation and be on his own. I was thinking that I’d try to get
him to come into the priesthood, but quite honestly I think it
would be a waste for him. Not that the church doesn’t need priests,
particularly down here; it’s just that with Simon’s academic
capabilities…” and he trailed off. “The only other option is for
him to get a job as soon as possible and maybe take some courses
locally at night, but I think we’d both agree that would also be a
waste and Holy Family has only so many resources and we need them
for the other children in our care.” He paused, holding up his
hands with a shrug. “But I don’t mind telling you that I worry
terribly about Simon being put out on his own in the world. All of
us here at the home do. Simon is not really…of the world, if you
understand what I’m saying,” Javier said, the intensity in his eyes
giving Mitch his opening, or maybe leading him to it. Either way he
took it.

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you
about,” Mitch jumped in. “I’d like to ask your permission to…let me
help him, get him through school and take care of him,” he said
choking with emotion, struggling not to burst into tears before
another grown man but knowing that somewhere along the line he was
going to lose the battle. The priest’s eyes lit up but his facial
expression remained calm, mask-like. A moment of silence passed
before anyone spoke again, and it was Mitch. “You don’t seem
surprised by that,” he said as a statement rather than a
question.

“That’s because I’m not,” the priest
said calmly, his eyes sparkling, “…not at all actually.” Mitch was
stumped and his expression must have shown it. The priest spoke
again, taking his hands down away from his mouth.

“I’m not a stupid man, Mitch, and in my
business you get to know people, know things about them…in a very
short time. I read your Time article before you came to give your
lecture. I’ve also seen some of your…tabloid photos,” the priest
said, smiling wryly to himself before going on. “A man like you,
with your life, career and high profile just doesn’t drop whatever
he’s doing to come down to skid row on Christmas Eve to see a poor
kid who wrote him a letter unless he has a spark of God in his
heart. And I don’t necessarily mean a Catholic God, either. Like I
said, I’m a modern priest and I don’t believe for a minute that our
Catholic God is the only version of God available. I saw it in you
when you came the first time to give your lecture, then again
today. I was sure of it when you still asked to see Simon after
Sister Mary told you of his troubles, when, quite honestly, almost
anyone else would have bolted through the door.” Mitch shook his
head and let it hang low, his hair hiding his face.

“I’m not sure I can still believe in
God, Javier, in any version available. And even if I did, I’ve been
a terrible sinner of excess in my life, drugs, alcohol, sex…so I’m
not all that convinced that any version would have me.”

“Nonsense, my son. If you were the kind
of sinner you believe yourself to be, you would have thrown that
letter in the trash without a thought, but you didn’t. I believe
God brought you here today to save Simon, whether you believe that
or not, and you did what he wanted. The God I believe in treats
sins of the flesh like criminal courts treat traffic tickets. The
true measure of God in man is doing exactly what you did today,
coming here to meet a hopelessly lost, crippled boy, abused and
discarded by a world that never wanted him, who naïvely reached out
to a giant, expecting nothing…but you reached back. That makes all
the difference in the world. Now you’re offering him a life in the
light instead of leaving him the darkness. That is God on earth,
Mitch,” the priest said as he got up, taking a handful of tissues
from the box on his desk and handing them to Mitch. The battle was
lost.

“What kind of…monster could hurt such a
sweet kid that way?…I don’t understand.”

“Without monsters, Mitch, there can be
no heroes. Without demons, there can be no angels. Your coming here
proves that,” the priest said, putting his arm around
him.

After Mitch had a few minutes to pull himself
together, he got down to business, first by writing a check for a
thousand dollars and giving it to the priest. “If you would,
Javier, please open an account for him to make sure he has
everything he needs until graduation, clothes, books anything he
needs, especially vitamins. I’ll make arrangements for the same
amount to be deposited in the account every month until then.” That
did surprise the priest. “I’ll have an application for Columbia
sent over as soon as possible. We need to get it filed…like
yesterday. I’ll pull whatever strings I have to so we can get it
done. It’s my school and I have some friends who have some friends,
so consider it a done deal. In the meantime we need to get on the
ball with filing for scholarships and whatever grants we can still
get. I’ll take care of whatever shortfall there may be and all his
personal expenses myself to make sure he’s well taken care of. Then
when he graduates I’ll get him job at the Museum,” he said, getting
up to leave, winded and drained. “But I’d better go now,
Father—Javier.”

Father Perez walked around his desk and
stopped him. Putting the palm of his hand over Mitch’s heart, the
priest looked deep inside him. “You’ll always have a home here with
us, Mitchell, Catholic or not,” he said and smiled. “God bless you,
my son, and thank you.” Before Mitch closed the door, he turned
back long enough to see Father Perez reach for the tissue box once
again and heard him whisper into the air, “Thy will be done…”

When he got out to the sidewalk, it was
snowing again, a curtain of big, fluffy white flakes. He held his
face up to let the cold crystals land on it, cooling him from the
heat of the emotional upheaval he’d just gone through, letting it
all sink in, the boy, his past and…his future. Other than for his
work, he’d never taken responsibility for anything in his life. But
he guessed it was time he learned now. He’d follow Jack’s example;
that would be the key. He would do for Simon what Jack had done for
him all these years.

He looked down again and, through the blanket
of falling snow saw a singular blinking red neon light across the
street, “Pizza, Pizza, Pizza.” He followed it and went in. “I’d
like to order twenty pizzas for delivery,” he said to the
dark-haired Italian looking guy dressed in restaurant whites. “Mix
‘em up with all the toppings, and plenty of them.” The pizza man
took out a pad and began nodding and writing. “And twenty bottles
of soda too, mix ‘em up…What do you have for desserts?” Mitch
asked, just letting the words roll out of him.

“Ice cream, gelato, some cinnamon knots
and special Christmas cannolis. I have about twenty of those left,”
the man in whites answered. “Okay, I’ll take one carton of
chocolate ice cream and one vanilla. . .and whatever cinnamon knots
and cannolis you have left, and send it all over to the kids’ home
at the church across the street.” The man in white kept writing,
nodding and smiling, probably thinking this guy must be out of his
tree. “I want you to feed those kids over there, okay? And I do get
a good price for bulk on Christmas Eve, eh, paisan?” Mitch asked
with more than a hint of force. “Call your mother and ask her what
she thinks about it,” Mitch said to him, knowing in advance what
Mama would have him do when he saw the big, gaudy gold crucifix
mixing with the thick black hair on his chest.

“I don’t have to…” the man in white
said, giving Mitch a huge smile and shaking his head. “I grew up
going to Holy Family Church. I know all about those kids and
exactly what to do.”

“Good man!” Mitch said, handing his
credit card over to him, “…and please call Father Perez and tell
him it’s on its way, courtesy of Mitchell Bramson.”

The man in whites took the card and went over
to the register and started ringing. A few minutes later he came
back and handed Mitch the receipt to sign. Mitch looked at the
receipt and smiled, the man had indeed done him right and he
signed. He looked up to the man in white again. “…and I’ll come
back every year from now on to do the same thing. I want those kids
to have a Christmas party on me…every year.” The man in white put
out his hand for Mitch to shake. Mitch took it and shook it
hard.

“Merry Christmas to you, Mr. Bramson,”
the man in white said to him in Italian.

“Merry Christmas to you, too,” Mitch
responded in Italian himself.

“Whenever you come in just ask for
Giosua, Giosua Tintoretto. That’s me. I’ll take good care of you,”
he said tapping his finger to his own chest proudly

“Thank you, Giosua, I will,” Mitch
said, waving as he headed back out the door to feel more of that
cold snow on his face. And he kept that promise, visiting Giosua
every year since then on Christmas Eve and receiving a card from
Father Perez, every year, with the handwritten note, “You’ll always
have a home here with us, Mitchell, Catholic or not.”

From Giosua’s pizza shop he just started
walking and kept walking. The cold felt so good to him he never
wanted it to stop. It wasn’t long before he’d reached the East
Village again and saw a dive bar with a sad looking wreath tied up
with a faded red ribbon in the window.

The door opened and a bearded man dressed in
biker leathers with the Harley Davidson insignia on the back of his
jacket came out came out with a stumbling, frowsy haired,
mini-skirted blond on his arm. He heard his mother’s voice come
singing behind them through the door from the jukebox inside and he
started to cry. “I did it, Ma,” he said out loud to himself,
looking up to the snowy sky, then went inside to lose himself for a
while.

He hit every bar in his path from there on,
losing count somewhere after about ten; having completely lost
track of time but knowing that whatever time it was it was late. He
ended up outside Jack’s townhouse practically crawling on his hands
and knees up the steps, fumbling clumsily to find the key Jack had
given him long ago exactly for that purpose, and went inside. The
last thing he remembered was flopping himself down on Jack’s living
room sofa, bending over to take off his boots, then… darkness. He
was gone.

The next morning, Christmas Day, he woke up
to find Jack standing over him dressed in his flannel pajamas, robe
and slippers, a large cup of steaming coffee in one hand and four
Advil in the other.

“Okay, what did you do now? And more to
the point, were the police called?” Jack asked him in a soothing
tone of voice, knowing after twenty years of this ritual how to
handle him. “You didn’t hurt anyone this time, did you?” he asked,
knowing from experience that there was a fifty-fifty chance Mitch
had gotten himself into a fight and beaten someone senseless for
saying something he didn’t like about his mother’s song.

“Nope, no police, no fighting this
time,” Mitch rasped, raising himself to sit and take the coffee and
Advil, his head screaming with blinding pain and suddenly
remembering that he hadn’t eaten all the day before. “But I did do
something… different.”

Jack was already walking away toward the
kitchen. He held his breath waiting for the other shoe to fall,
knowing full well how volatile and unpredictable Mitch could be at
that time of year.

“Okay, let’s have it…” Jack said
patiently, searching in his mind for all the possibilities, but not
really caring. Whatever it was…short of murder…he knew he could,
and would, get him out of it, so he didn’t trouble himself too much
over it. After all, he’d had over twenty years of experience in
doing exactly that. “Okay, so what didja do?”

Mitch paused for a moment, not quite knowing
how to break it to him. “I adopted a brilliant teenage boy, an
orphan from a Catholic foster home downtown. He’s kind of…crippled,
Jack, and I need your help. Will you help me?” Mitch said and
waited, his intellect telling him he’d probably overstepped even
Jack’s seemingly endless well of patience with him, but in his
heart somehow knowing that Jack’s own brilliant mind couldn’t help
but see the parallels with what he’d done himself those many years
ago and understand, maybe even better than Mitch did, the whys and
the wherefors of what he’d done.

Jack stopped in his tracks. Of all
things, this was out of the realm of even what he might have
expected. Mitch got up and handed him the crumpled letter. Jack
read it and smiled, shaking his head, thinking, That’s my boy, then without turning around to
face him, said, “So what’s he like?” Mitch let out a deep sigh of
relief.

“He’s from one of my lectures. He’s got
a bum leg. He’s really a sweet kid and he’s had a terrible life,
abused and abandoned. I couldn’t leave him there, Jack. I just
couldn’t, so I promised we’d get him into Columbia and that I’d
take care of him,” he rattled in nervous rapid shots. “I’ll use the
Bramson money my mother left me. I’ve never touched it. I’ve only
ever used what she left me that was her own, so it’s got to have at
least doubled over all this time. He’s got top grades and’ll be
graduating as valedictorian in June. We’ll have to pull in all the
strings we have. Can we do it?” he asked, worrying that he might be
pressing Jack for more than he had a right to. Jack laughed out
loud making Mitch’s head hurt.

“I’ll start making calls first thing in
the morning. Don’t worry. I think I can handle that,” he said as he
went into the kitchen to make breakfast. He also knew Mitch well
enough to know he probably hadn’t eaten in a while.

As the door closed behind him, Jack’s
heart fairly burst with pride. He’d been wondering if the old boy
would ever make him a grandfather. He just hadn’t expected it to
come the way it had. He’d always expected something along the lines
of a process server and a law suit. “Yes, I think we can handle
that,” he said to himself chuckling as he reached for some
plates. Ah, responsibility at last! Atta
boy!

From there on it was easy, Simon showed
himself to be more than capable of handling the intense curriculum
of an Ivy League school. He flew immediately to the top of his
class and stayed there with very little real tutoring from Mitch.
They spent a full day together every week so Mitch could keep track
of his progress and make sure he had everything he needed to be the
best he could. Then once every semester, where appropriate, Mitch
would go and lecture in his classes on ancient art, medieval art
preservation and the like, more to help build Simon’s self-esteem
than for any academic reason. Nothing could have impressed his
professors and the other serious students more than to have the
‘Bayeux man’ come in to speak, and he made sure everyone knew that
he’d come in because of his close association with Simon, making
Simon feel connected and seem, in their eyes, like a campus
celebrity in his own right.

The only time Simon ever came to Mitch for
any real help was when he went into his fourth year. He remembered
like it was yesterday; Simon coming to his apartment at the Dakota
in a panic. For the first time in his college career, he had some
competition, a rival for his highest honors spot; a transfer from
Stamford nipping at his heels since she’d arrived a year earlier.
The time had come for them to declare the topic for their theses
and Simon was at a loss as to what he could do to assure his
position.

Mitch would never forget the look on Simon’s
face when he opened the door, anxious, nervous and…lost. “Dr.
Bramson, I’m terribly sorry to bother you like this, but I really
need your help,” he’d said shyly before he’d even come in. “I’m
afraid this girl is going to beat me and I can’t seem to come up
with a topic different enough, or interesting enough, or
challenging enough to make the kind of impression I need to keep my
place.”

“Come on in, Simon, and have a seat.
Let’s talk this thing through and see what we can come up with.”
Simon came in and started pacing, the limp in his leg made worse
from the fatigue of pacing most of the day.

“I can’t seem to get my head around it,
Dr. Bramson, and the more stressed I get, the less I can think.
What do I do?” he asked, pacing and pulling nervously at his curls
as if it might help the ideas just pop out of his head. His eyes
looked tired and had the beginnings of dark circles coming up
around them. Mitch knew that look all too well. He was pulling all
nighters studying, trying to keep his edge. He probably wasn’t
eating as well as he should have been either.

“First of all, I want you to stop
pacing and sit down, take a deep breath and stay there,” he
ordered. Simon did as he was told and took a seat opposite Mitch’s
computer chair. Mitch went into the kitchen, coming out a few
minutes later with a big plate of left-over Chinese food and a big
glass of soda on a tray. “Eat this,” he said to Simon.

“But, I’m not…”

Mitch cut him off. “Eat this!” he commanded
and pointed at the plate.

“Yes, sir,” Simon said, taking the tray
on his lap and beginning to eat. “But this…is so…important,” Simon
said, speaking with his mouth full.

“Sssshhhht!” Mitch said, putting his
finger up to his mouth. “You eat and listen. I’ll do the talking.”
Simon nodded with his mouth full. “Right now, you’re your own worst
enemy. You’ve got yourself so worked up, you can’t think straight.
You’re tired, stressed and working against yourself. I’m glad you
came to me.” He stopped and went to his bathroom. When he came out
he put out his hand for Simon to take something. Simon put out his
hand, palm up.

“What’s this?” he asked, his mouth full
again.

“It’s a mild tranquilizer. It won’t
hurt you,” Mitch said firmly. “Take it.”

“Yes, sir,” Simon said and swallowed
the tiny blue pill with a long slug of soda. By then, his plate was
empty.

“So, do you know this girl’s topic?”
Mitch asked.

“Well, not officially, but I hear
through the underground that it’s the art and history surrounding
the Devils of Loudon,” Simon said, sounding worried.

“Damn!” Mitch said out loud. It was a
fucking good topic. Simon’s eyes started to bulge.

“I knew it! I knew it. She’s gonna beat
me,” he said getting himself all hitched up again.

“Stop, stop,” Mitch said waving his
hand. “Yeah. it’s good, but you don’t really think that some
undergrad chick could ever beat me. Do ya?” Mitch said
confidently.

“No, sir. That’s why I came to you. I
need you to help me, please,” Simon pleaded.

“…and I’m glad you did. Now the first
thing I want you to do is go back to the dorm and GO TO
SLEEP!

“But…but…”

Mitch held up his hand again in a ‘halt’
motion. Simon swallowed his words.

“Do you trust me, Simon?” Mitch asked
the panicked boy.

“Yes, sir. Absolutely,” Simon answered
nodding, a renewed confidence in his voice.

“Good,” Mitch said and took out his
wallet, handing Simon a ten dollar bill. “Take a cab and go home
and go to sleep. Your problem will be solved by the time you wake
up in the morning. You have my word on it,” Mitch told him. A look
of relief came over Simon’s eyes, probably brought on both by
Mitch’s assurance and the effect of the pill.

“Yes, sir.”

“Good,’ Mitch said, putting his hand on
the boy’s back as he walked him to the door, giving him a further
sense of peace.

“Your problem will be solved by the
morning. Do not worry about it any further. Do you understand me?”
Mitch said firmly as he watched the boy limp into the
elevator.

“Yes, sir,” Simon said smiling and
blushing as the elevator door shut.

As soon as Mitch shut the door, he went over
to his computer and turned it on, smiling to himself. “You’re gonna
have your fucking hands full now, you little bitch. I’ll make your
fucking head spin.”

Once his computer was geared up, he went to
work. It didn’t take long before he had his answer and shot off an
email to Simon to greet him when he woke up the next day. It
read:

Simon, your topic will be
the art and history surrounding King Charles V of Spain’s 1550
trials held at Valladolid to determine whether the natives from the
new world were possessed of human souls. Get this approved and run
with it the way I know you can and you’ll be A STAR!
Mitch”

P.S: The Devils of Loudon! Hahahahaha. A
bunch of sexually repressed hysterical nuns thinking they were
possessed by demons. Haahaahah. Aldous Huxley wrote the seminal
book on that in the 1930s, not particularly original in
2003.Hahahahahahha! MWB

 


And Simon did, he ran with it like the
Olympic athlete he could never physically be, and he was a star,
graduating at the top of his class with the highest honors.

When his graduation ceremony came around that
summer, they were all there, Mitch, Jack, Father Perez and Sister
Mary Immaculata; all overflowing with enormous pride at Simon’s
accomplishment, and when the dean of his school called out Simon’s
name, they all went wild, clapping and cheering, hugging each
other.

Sister Mary was the first to let the water
works loose. Father Perez was next to start wiping his eyes. Mitch
took him by the arm and pulled him up with him to stand on their
chairs to howl, wolf whistle and chant. “Simon! Simon! Simon!” so
loud they sounded like a dozen people. Even Jack with his usually
reserved demeanor got into the act and stood on his chair, clapping
loudly, and saying to himself, “Well done, my boy, well done.” Then
just as he was limping across the stage and was about to take his
diploma from the dean’s hand, Simon turned to the crowd, smiling as
brilliantly as he was, his face crimson from blushing, and gave a
small wave to his people. They’d done it! They’d all done it,
together.

After the ceremony was over, Jack took them
all to Carmine’s, probably the best Italian restaurant in New York,
as his gift. After dinner Jack presented Simon with a letter from
the Museum offering him a job as Mitch’s assistant while he went on
to get his doctorate. Mitch gave him a small envelope with a set of
keys to a small studio apartment between school and the Museum, not
accidentally right next to a subway stop so he wouldn’t have to
walk too far.

When it came to Father Perez and Sister
Mary’s turn, Sister Mary handed Simon a small box. In it was a
beautiful solid gold crucifix on a fine gold chain, and a jet
rosary with a matching solid gold crucifix on the end. “We love
you, Simon, and you’ve made us so proud” she said crying and kissed
his cheek.

“I love you, too, Sister…Father. I
can’t thank you enough for everything you’ve done for me,” he said,
his eyes getting teary as he hugged them both.

While this was going on, Father Perez sought
Mitch’s hand under the table and slipped something in it.
Surprised, Mitch looked down and saw it was an antique looking gold
St. Christopher’s medal on a chain. He looked at Father Perez
curiously, who leaned into him and said, “As he did with our Lord,
you have given this child safe passage in your arms across
dangerous water, leading him into a good life, and no matter what
the modern church says about St. Chris, we who have faith
understand what that can mean to a boy like Simon and a man like
you.”

***

The train jerked bringing Mitch back to
the present, a train headed for Exeter with Simon still sleeping
peacefully opposite him. A coachman was standing outside of the
door. He knocked, then slid the door open. “Next stop is Salisbury,
sir, about half past eleven. Mitch looked at his watch. It was ten
forty-five. Without knowing it, the coachman had given him a
brilliant idea. Salisbury Plain, huh?
Brilliant! I should have thought of it myself, Mitch
thought and smiled to himself. This one will definitely send Simon
over the edge.

Mitch nudged Simon to wake him up when
he saw the girl with the refreshment cart coming around.
Hot coffee. Just what the doctor ordered,
he thought to himself with a chuckle. Simon was hard to
rouse, somewhere deep in the land of Nod. Mitch nudged him gently
again. “Simon, come on get up. We’re almost there.” Simon sat up,
rubbing his eyes. Mitch waved at the girl with the cart. She opened
the door. “Two large coffees, please,” he told her. She looked at
him strangely.

“We only have one size, sir,” she said
and held up a pea sized cup. “Damn!” It’d slipped his mind for a
second that he wasn’t at a Starbucks in America.

“Okay, make it four of those, please.”
Given his American accent, the girl smiled as she poured the
coffees, thinking to herself, A stranger
from a strange land, explaining his faux pas.

Once Simon was more fully awake, he started
asking questions about why they were stopping.

“I forgot I told an old friend I’d stop
by and see him when I was next in the area. It’ll only take us a
little out of our way.”

Simon still seemed like he was more asleep
than awake so when the train stopped at Salisbury, Mitch took
charge of the bags, hailing a porter to help. They were in a cab
before Simon knew it and, as per Mitch’s instructions, apparently
on their way to the closest car rental agency.

Less than an hour later, they were on their
way in a new SUV, Mitch taking it easy until he could get used to
driving on the left side of the road again. The site wasn’t far and
Mitch relied mostly on his memory on how to get there, creating a
diversion for Simon every time a road sign came up to give away
where they were going. “Simon, could you get me a piece of gum from
my shoulder bag in the back? Simon, could you look for a map in the
glove box for me please?” Then, when they got close, Mitch made
sure that Simon’s attention was focused on the road ahead. “Keep an
eye out for the next road sign will ya? I don’t wanna get lost,”
and there it was, clearly visible from the road on the hill in
front of them. “Simon, what’s that?” Simon’s jaw dropped,
speechless. “Simon, what is that?”

“Oh…my…GOD! It’s…it’s…Stonehenge.”
Simon was beside himself. “Mitch, it’s Stonehenge!” he cried out,
tugging at Mitch’s jacket sleeve and pointing ahead of them. His
eyes went wide, glowing with childlike wonder and amazement as he
bounced up and down in his seat; calling him “Mitch” for the very
first time. ‘It’s Stonehenge. I can’t believe it!”

“Why not, it’s only been here for about
five thousand years, give or take,” Mitch laughed, thrilled with
Simon’s reaction.

“Can we go see it, huh? Please?” Simon
pleaded.

“Well, we’re almost there. Better get
your camera out,” Mitch laughed again, thinking to himself,
This was definitely NOT a mistake.

Mitch had no sooner shut the engine off when
Simon jumped out of the car, homing in on the great circle of
Neolithic stones in an almost trance-like state of fascination.
When they got to the gate entrance, Mitch just pulled out his
wallet and paid for them, letting Simon go on ahead. Limping over
to the site, Simon’s camera came out and he began clicking away
frantically as he walked slowly around the structure, making sure
to get it from every possible angle.

Mitch took his time, having been there at
least a half a dozen times before, and stopped at the concession
stand. “Okay, I’ll take three tee shirts, one of each design, all
mediums, one of each of the big posters, one of your best books on
the subject, throw in a bunch of postcards too, and your biggest
coffee mug, please,” Mitch said to the man behind the counter,
resigned to the fact that he’d never be able to resist spoiling the
kid. It was just too much fun, and way too rewarding, for both of
them. Then, with his shopping bag in tow, he went and sat on the
closest bench to watch Simon walk round and round the structure,
soaking in every angle, every line and every nuance and shadow in
the changing light as the sun began to shift from morning into
afternoon.

It took about an hour for Simon to completely
exhaust himself and decide he was ready to go. They sat on the car
for a while to breathe and recoup, finally getting a chance to eat
the breakfast Madame Duvalier had made for them. The color in
Simon’s face from the fresh air and the excitement of the event
made him look healthier than he ever had as he chattered on and on,
flipping through the pages of the book Mitch had bought him.

When they stood up to get back in the car to
go, Simon looked at him closely, affectionately, his blue eyes
shining, and put out his hand for Mitch to shake. Mitch pushed it
away and opened his arms. “Come on,” he said and put his arms
around him, hugging him tightly.

Simon fell into them naturally and hugged him
back tightly saying with an emotional quiver in his voice, “Thank
you, Dr. Bramson, thank you, thank you, thank you.”

Mitch pulled back sharply and looked at him,
forcing his eyebrows and forehead into a false image of sternness
and held up one finger. “Huh?”

‘Thank you…Mitch,” Simon said
blushing.

The next stop would be their final
destination and Mitch took the opportunity offered by the remainder
of the trip to give Simon a primer on the history of the area.
Exeter was one of the oldest cities in England, pre-dating even
Roman times. Named after the river Exe, which runs through it, for
close to two thousand years it had been the center of civilization
for the Southwest of England, primarily inhabited by the indigenous
Saxons and the Celts from Ireland, Wales, French Normandy and
Brittany from its earliest recorded times.

It later became the Romans’ first real
foothold on the isle then called Britannica. It was from its
nearest neighboring county to the west, Cornwall, that the legend
of Arthur Pendragon, the once and future King of England first
sprang, with the castle ruins called Tintagel on the cliffs of the
northwest coast overlooking the Irish Sea laying claim to being his
birthplace.

Scholars throughout the world disagreed about
virtually every aspect of the Arthurian legend, from whether a man
known as “Arthur” ever even existed, to whether, if he did exist,
that he rose from the ranks of the Romans who stayed on in England
after the Empire pulled out. Another theory was that, like the
person known as Moses in the Hebrew Bible, he could not have been
one single person, but an amalgamation of many different men, who,
over time, became fused in the minds of those who passed on the
oral tradition, into one man.

At no time has any scholar, historian or
archaeologist ever brought forth any hard evidence to support any
one theory over the other. Then there was the connection to
Glastonbury, the reputed burial place of this man called Arthur.
Glastonbury, another medieval city located in Dorset, the county
north of Devonshire.

Logistically, Exeter, given its historical
timeframe, created what might be called a “triangle” of medieval
centers of civiliza-tion. So, following Jack’s logic, if Arthur was
indeed born at Tintagel or its environs, and if he indeed succeeded
in unifying the various native tribes of England into one nation,
even if it was only limited to the modern area known as the West
Country before dying and being buried in Glastonbury, then Exeter,
being the heart of Devon, the county between Dorset and Cornwall,
would have undoubtedly been subject to his influence, possibly even
directly. So it would follow that if there were powerful nobles
located in and around Exeter (and there most decidedly were) then
Arthur would have most definitely had to have contact with them
through alliances and treaties, even marriages, that would have
brought forth the unified nation. That would have been a political
certainty, and where there is political smoke, there most certainly
have been political fire. The only question that remained was for
them to find proof of it—if it existed.

On the other hand, it was just as likely, if
not more so, that their castle ruins were built sometime after the
alleged time of Arthur in the fifth century, but sometime before
the Norman Invasion brought William the Conqueror to England in the
eleventh century. There was a whole area of over five hundred years
to be taken into account, so to say it would be a crap shoot would
be a monumental understatement, but in a world where a King Tut and
the lost city of Troy could suddenly become un-lost through the
faith and efforts of the Howard Carters and Heinrich Schliemanns of
the world, the result of this particular expedition would certainly
be anyone’s guess.

In the end there was nothing to be lost, the
ruins were undoubtedly over a thousand years old and even if they
did turn out to be more William the Conqueror than Arthur
Pendragon, it would still be a nice, long, showy feather for any
art historian or archaeologist’s cap, particularly if you were
Mitchell Bramson, America’s leading medieval scholar, because in
his business, a thousand years of history is still a thousand years
of history so whatever was buried underneath those ruins would be
his ‘bread and butter.’

***

The drive down to Exeter was a long one, made
even longer by Mitch’s lack of familiarity with driving on the left
side of the road, and by then, in the encroaching dark. Simon
thought it was the craziest thing he’d ever seen and flinched
whenever he saw a car that seemed to be coming directly for
them.

It helped that they had so much to talk
about. Mitch gave a basic tutorial on what they were going to do,
what they were going to look for and where. He gave Simon a laundry
list of duties that were to be his primary responsibility including
keeping a daily diary of everything they did during the day. Who
did what; what was found where.

Simon was to keep very specific charts of
their activities, section by section, detailed graphs of the site
including land measurements and grid locations, photographing
everything they found, both in situ as well as after cleaning
later, measurements, physical descriptions and cataloging. On top
of that, he was to make accurate documentation of Mitch’s and Lady
Madeline’s observations as they went along. He was to video
everything from the perspective of a later showing at the Museum
and possibly news coverage if whatever they found turned out to be
big. But above all else, he was to understand that the truth about
what they were really looking for was to be kept amongst
themselves, which meant Mitch, Lady Madeline and himself,
exclusively.

Mitch explained that once they got there and
got settled, they would need to get some local men, maybe two or
three to start, to help with the lifting and carrying labor, the
heavy digging and any building reconstruction they could manage. He
explained that they would have to go out in the first few days and
gather whatever supplies they couldn’t bring with them, shovels,
spades, sifters, some run-of-the-mill garden tools and paint
brushes for dusting off delicate artifacts, and a small tent to set
up a daytime base of operations. Mitch had no idea what Lady
Madeline might be bringing, so he thought it best to plan ahead and
shift his plans later, if necessary.

They stopped for a leisurely dinner along the
way, so it was after seven in the evening before they hit the
Exeter city limits. But they still needed to find their way to the
site. According to the directions, they had another ten or so miles
into the country to get to the small village called Exton St. Cyres
where the work was to begin.

It’d already been a long day, an especially
exciting one for Simon, and they were both exhausted. Neither of
them could wait to get to the comfortable beds at the inn Lord
Cotswold had gotten for them. From what Jack had told them, he’d
rented an entire cottage for them for the month, which was attached
to the inn.

Neither of them could remember the name of
the inn they’d be looking for in the village and they were both too
tired to go digging through their papers, but from Mitch’s
experiences in small English villages, there’d probably only be one
anyway, so he figured it really didn’t matter. They’d ask the first
pedestrian they came across when they got into the village
square.
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This ain't no party, This ain't no disco,
This ain't no fooling around. This ain't no Mudd Club, or C. B. G.
B.s. I ain't got time for that now.”

Life During Wartime,

……..As performed by The Talking
Heads

 


“And there you is, awaitin’
fer him…jes’ like a spider.”

………Mammy to Scarlett O’Hara, referring
to the unsuspecting Ashley Wilkes, From Gone

With The Wind

 



Chapter VIII

 


LADY MADELINE AND SANDRINE

 


Wishin' and hopin' and thinkin' and prayin'
Plannin' and dreamin' each night of his charms That won't get you
into his arms So if you're lookin' to find love you can share All
you gotta do is hold him and kiss him and love him And show him
that you care Show him that you care just for him Do the things he
likes to do Wear your hair just for him, 'cause You won't get him
Thinkin' and a-prayin', wishin' and a-hopin'

Wishin' and Hopin'

……..As performed by Miss Dusty
Springfield

 


 


Lady Madeline Cotswold knew from her earliest
memories as a girl that her life wasn’t to be one of frilly dresses
and frivolous romance. Born Madeline Newbury to a moderately
successful tobacco shop owner and a seamstress in Yorkshire, she
knew, above all else, she wanted to be an academic but not just any
kind of academic. She wanted to be a field researcher and
explorer.

The problem was, in 1956, little middle-class
English girls weren’t supposed to want that. She wanted to fly
planes and sail boats. She wanted to climb mountains and explore
valleys. Her favorite reading in those days weren’t fanciful tales
of romance, domestic magazines or even Jane Austin. She read her
idols Margaret Meade and Mary Leaky, mavericks in the field of
anthropology. She read Rudyard Kipling and his adventure tales on
India, and boys’ adventure magazines of safaris in Africa.

She had another problem too; she was tall and
grew shapely when she reached her teens. She was rather pretty as
well, with long, wavy, auburn hair bobbed just above the shoulders
and kept that way until she went to London. Never considered
beautiful in the traditional sense of a china doll, she did find
that she had a certain allure that made her attractive enough to
have boys bothering her all the time and, although she grew up
running away from marriage, if not men in general, she never let
them get in the way of her work.

She worked tirelessly to prove herself in a
world dominated by men bent on keeping her out of their field, but
she never gave up, and by the time she graduated college with a
degree in archaeology from the University of Yorkshire, she’d
landed herself a plum internship in the archives at the British
Museum. It may not have been exactly what she wanted at the time,
but it was the ‘where’ that was important.

To be working at the British Museum was more
than she ever thought she could achieve, so she took it and bided
her time until the opportunity arose for her to move out into the
field. It was where she would meet the two most influential men in
her life, the ones who would give her everything she ever wanted
out of life, the American archaeologist, Jack Edgeworth, her lover;
and his English equivalent and later her husband, Lord Neville
Cotswold.

As she looked in the mirror, just having
gotten home from having her hair done, Lady Madeline got lost in
wondering where that young girl had gone. Her hair would be mostly
gray now if she hadn’t kept up with her regular coloring
appointments, and her skin would have wrinkled considerably more if
she hadn’t spent the last ten years or so having regular facials
and various other rejuvenating skin treatments.

She might have thought that she was a
selfish, vain woman if in her heart she didn’t know that that the
reason she did it all was as much to keep Neville happy as to keep
herself young. He always told her how much he loved to look at her
and that was enough for her. It didn’t hurt that they were wealthy
enough to allow her to indulge both their desires to keep her as
young as possible for as long as possible.

Still staring in the mirror, lost in her
thoughts of her long-waning youth, Madeline was suddenly jarred out
of her haze by the slight squeak of a wheel chair as it came into
the room.

“I’ve just had a call from Gerron
Hittisleigh from Devon, Maddie,” Neville said in his very upper
class tone. “He tells me that an old aristocrat named Crane just
died. Apparently Crane was the last of his line having held the
estate in the family for generations.” Madeline continued to fuss
with her hair as Neville spoke, finding herself hoping that he
hadn’t committed them to yet another tedious group.

“Please, Neville, dear. I have to be at
a luncheon shortly. What did Gerron want?” she said, not turning
from the mirror but looking at him through his reflection from
behind her.

“Well, the end of it is that they’ve
found an unrecorded castle ruin in an untamed wood on the estate,
just a few miles south of Exeter. I’ve already sent some men out to
photograph it.” Madeline instantly stopped fussing with her hair
and turned to face him.

“You are joking, aren’t you,
dear?”

“Not in the least, precious. Gerron
says from what he’s seen it looks to him to like the remains of a
Norman or possibly Saxon stronghold.” Madeline felt a flush of
excitement come up in her face as she walked over to Neville,
kneeling down to bring her down to his eye level.

“And what does he want from you? You’ve
been retired for years and I haven’t worked in the field
since…well, since then either,” she said not wanting to remind him
that she decided on her own to give up working in the field to care
for him after the stroke that had put him in that
wheelchair.

“He wanted to know if I would be
interested in buying it before the fish company that bought it from
the estate demolishes it to build a cannery or some such rot. He
said they want more than five hundred thousand pounds for the plot
where the ruins are situated.”

“And what did you tell him?” she asked,
knowing that he was toying with her in some way, peeved because
she’d tried to rush his story.

“I told him that I was not in good
health and could no longer afford to indulge myself in expensive
flights of fancy.” But knowing Neville for as long as she had and
as intimately as she had after being married to him for almost
thirty-five years, she knew he could never let an opportunity like
that just slip past him. He had been one of England’s top
archaeologists for decades and had sat on the board of directors at
the British Museum until his stroke almost five years
earlier.

She knew he had lived most of his life for
his work, and hers. “So what exactly did you do, Neville?” she
asked him with a mischievous gleam in her eye.

“I can never fool you, now can I,
Maddie?”

“No, my love, you can’t,” she said
smiling at him affectionately and waiting to hear what stunt he’d
pulled from his wheelchair while she was out having her hair
done.

“I called Jack Edgeworth in America and
offered it to him on the condition that you be allowed to supervise
the technical aspects of the dig while his best period man puts it
all together. You must remember him darling, Jack’s favorite son,
the good-looking, long-haired fellow, Bayeux Bramson. We were at
the opening right before…I got ill. You must remember
him.”

Madeline was too stunned for words.

“He’s agreed to give you second title
on any articles written by the two of you concerning anything you
find there. Jack says he’s a brilliant art historian and this is
his particular area, the Normans and all that, but he’s a little
green in the field and wants you to oversee the nuts and bolts of
the dig while he puts it all in context.”

Without warning, Madeline threw her arms
around Neville’s neck and gushed, “Oh, I do love you, old man.”

“Now see here, old girl. It wouldn’t do
for you to get me too excited in my state. It just might kill me,”
he said laughing. Then his tone changed to serious as he pulled her
back to look in her eyes. “I know how much you’ve given up taking
care of me these last years, my love, and I want you to have this
for being such a good sport about it. It’ll probably be your last
chance to be published and would be a very nice touch to close your
career, especially if you find something…different, ” he said, his
eyes still locked on hers so she would know he meant what he
said.

Madeline started to speak, “But…”

“But nothing…” Neville replied. “It’s
only Devon, my dear, not East Africa or Indonesia. And you can take
Sandrine with you. She’s been cooped up with us here long enough.
It’ll do both of you good to get out into the field. I’ll be fine.
I’ll still have the servants, and you know George would never let
anything happen to me.”

Madeline put her arms around him again, and
kissed him hard on the lips.

“Dash it all, Maddie. Now look what
you’ve done,” he said, embarrassed by the unexpected rush of blood
to his lower body, but smiling nonetheless because it showed he
still could.

***

Back when she had first started at the
British Museum in 1967, she was really little more than a girl and
so serious about her work that the radical events taking place
around the world, and even in England, seemed to pass her by
without her even noticing. Yes, of course, she’d heard of the
Beatles and the Rolling Stones, Marianne Faithful, Twiggy and Jean
Shrimpton, but they were not part of her world, although she would
always confess a great weakness for anything sung by Petula Clark,
Lulu or Dusty Springfield, but she was never part of it. She spent
that time focused exclusively on trying to get ahead, sometimes
blurring the lines of propriety in how she did it. One particularly
memorable time was when an up-and-coming American came to work at
the Museum and collect a team of students for a dig he was planning
down the Nile, close to Ethiopia.

His name was Jack Edgeworth and the minute
she laid eyes on him she thought he was the most dashing man she’d
ever seen, a real life Alan Quartermain going on a quest to find
his version of King Solomon’s Mines. She was smitten on the spot,
as much by his looks as for what she believed he could do for her
career, and she became determined to convince him she should go
with him, whatever it took. In the end she got her way, both her
ways if the truth be told. She impressed him with both her tight
skirts and her abilities as a cartographer, documentarian and
researcher.

They became lovers for the first time in the
high heat of a dusty tent not far from the river, and remained so
for the duration of the expedition. She didn’t think that either of
them ever thought it was love. It was just the time and the place,
the heat and the tension, lain over with their energetic youth and
the excitement of what they were about to uncover, proof of the
Queen of Sheba’s journey to meet Solomon, actual physical proof
that the Bible story was true as it was told.

When the expedition was over and the team
returned to London, she found that the Museum had gotten a new
director in their absence. It seems that Lord Neville Cotswold,
England’s foremost expert on relics from the early Dynasties of
China, had recently returned from several years working in the East
and been named the new director. Much older than she by at least
fifteen years, Lord Neville was exactly like everything she had
ever read about him, mature, sophisticated and aristocratic in the
old Victorian sense. He was well-bred, well-mannered, extremely
well-educated and extraordinarily well-connected through
generations of Royal beneficence for duties performed for the Crown
by his family.

At the time, she liked to believe that what
she was feeling was love at first sight. But it wasn’t until later,
until she had worked closely with him and could appreciate the man
he was inside, his general air of kindness, his soft-spoken way of
making people of all classes feel valued as human beings. From the
Cockney charwomen who scrubbed the floors and emptied the waste
bins, to the Prime Minister, and even the Queen herself when she
bestowed her Royal presence on them at the Museum, Neville
connected with them on whatever level they could be connected by.
That was when she discovered what real love was, and that it was so
much more than a sweaty roll in a hot tent. It was the only thing
Jack and Neville had in common; the way they treated people.

In every other way they were complete
opposites. Neville was stiff upper lip and all that, never loosened
his tie or took off his jacket, even in the most ungodly of heat,
and would never be seen with a hair out of place or his moustache
untrimmed. He wasn’t as handsome or as dashing as Jack; it was his
eyes that made him seem that way to her…gray, with a deep, serious,
compelling look to them. He was everything an English gentleman
should be and she found that irresistible.

She worked in the Museum with Neville for
almost two years after she returned from Ethiopia. The first year
she spent helping Jack catalog and display their artifacts and
prepare the articles of their findings from the trip for
publication. All the while in her mind she was preparing herself,
training herself in the proper clothing, hairstyle, manners and
deportment, to be the kind of woman that Lord Neville Cotswold
could appreciate. With her looks and intelligence she accomplished
that handily, and when Jack went back to America and their articles
were well received, even applauded by the general archaeological
community, she finally got her chance.

Lord Neville Cotswold came to see her
personally in her office one day to congratulate her on her on her
work on the Nile, and she was ready. He proposed to her within a
year and they married shortly thereafter, not having slept together
until they were officially man and wife.

It was a risk, but it was a risk she was
willing to take because when she looked in his eyes, she knew that
she could look into those eyes for the rest of her life and be
quite happy with that, even if it was only that. As it turned out,
she considered herself quite lucky because, not only was he a true
gentleman out of bed, but he turned out to be a tender, caring,
selfless and passionate lover in bed, and she never looked
back.

In the ensuing years they became one of the
most noteworthy couples both in the academic community as well as
the highest social circles, going on expeditions together, making
discoveries and publishing article after article together; then
coming home to be received into the finest homes, private parties
and state events. She even had what some may call the dubious
distinction of being regularly invited to tea with Wallis Warfield
Simpson, the oft-maligned Duchess of Windsor, and although she
could naturally draw parallels between the old Duchess and the
newest one, Camilla Parker Bowles, the Duchess of Cornwall, the
style just wasn’t there, and she declined those later
invitations.

As a woman, Neville allowed her the freedom
she craved, not for other men because she was never once ever
considered being unfaithful to him. She never had to, but he
allowed her the kind of freedom that she valued more. He taught her
how to fly a plane and how to sail. He taught her how to climb the
mountains that she’d dreamed of when she was a girl and how to
become a great English lady, and in over thirty-five years of
marriage to the man, Madeline had never once regretted her
decision. Jack Edgeworth may have been the passion of her youth,
but Neville Cotswold was the love of her life.

Then five years earlier, when Neville had his
stroke at age sixty-three, she gave up all of her professional
activities, and most of her personal ones, to take care of him
herself. By then she was already forty-eight years old and
virtually a household name in the archaeological community and
society columns, so it was not like there were many more rivers to
sail or mountains to climb.

After the first year of taking care of
Neville herself, he recovered nicely, but he would always be
confined to a wheelchair. It was when he saw that the strain of it
all was starting to age her, wearing on the appearance of her that
he loved so much, that he insisted that they hire a combination
secretary/companion to help her run her affairs.

It was Neville’s idea that they bring in a
recent graduate student of archaeology to help them begin writing
his memoirs, thinking that if Madeline had someone who could share
her interests, she might not feel so lonely. It weighed on him that
they’d never taken the time to have children and worried that, now
that he had been incapacitated in most regards, she might regret
that decision. He didn’t want that for her. That was when they got
Sandrine.

Sandrine Boucher came to Cotswold Manor
having just turned twenty-one and graduated from Oxford. Born in
Paris, the daughter of a middle-level diplomat assigned to the
French Embassy in London when she was fifteen, her English was
nearly perfect, retaining only the slightest accent which became
more pronounced whenever she got frustrated, annoyed or upset.

It was only by chance that she heard about
the position open with the Cotswolds. She never really worried
about finding a job after graduation since her grades were very
good, she had diplomatic status in England and, failing a suitable
position there, could always go back to Paris and get a job. It was
only when she accompanied one of her friends to the University
placement office and was standing there, rather bored, waiting for
her friend to complete an interview, that she saw the notice on a
tack board.

It caught her attention immediately because
everybody who was anybody in the field knew that Lord and Lady
Cotswold were like the Richard Burton and Elizabeth Taylor of
English archaeology in their day, and the idea that they were
looking for a recent graduate to help coordinate and compile
information for a memoir they were writing fascinated her.

Of course, she never really thought she’d
have a chance, given the fact that, although she was good, there
were so many others who were better and more qualified for the
position. But still, she figured it couldn’t hurt to apply and see
what happened, so she did.

When she got a return letter two weeks later
on very fine parchment paper, embossed with the name and crest of
Cotswolds, she was sure it was a rejection, and was shocked to find
out that it wasn’t. She had been invited to an interview with Lady
Cotswold ten days later at the manor in Kent.

She was beside herself with the prospect,
peerage, and a manor house. She ran immediately to her closet to
see if she had anything suitable to wear, and finding that she
didn’t, ran out to start combing the shops for just the right
outfit, finally settling on a demure but professional aubergine
suit with matching shoes and purse and an open-collared white
blouse. She also decided to wear only a simple strand of pearls,
matching pearl earrings and one of her very best opera pins, the
pale pink Victorian cameo with the figure of a Roman soldier’s
head, perfect for the occasion.

When the cab pulled up to the front of
Cotswold Manor on the day of the interview, Sandrine could hardly
believe the stately grandeur of it, feeling dwarfed by its
immenseness. Her heart started pumping with excitement so that when
she looked in her compact mirror to check her makeup, she realized
that the flush of color in her usually pale complexion gave her a
glow so real that she found that she didn’t need a touch-up at all.
Then, having asked the cab driver to wait the half hour or so it
would take to conduct the interview, she walked slowly up to the
door, feeling a sense of vertigo as she looked up to see the
towering structure she was about to enter.

She struck the door twice with the ring in
the lion’s head knocker. A moment later, the door opened and a man
in his mid-forties was standing before her dressed in a butler’s
suit like he’d just stepped out of a film from the 1930s. “Miss
Boucher?” he asked stiffly.

“Yes, I have a three o’clock
appointment with Lady Cotswold,” Sandrine said
breathlessly.

“If you’ll follow me please, Miss,” the
butler said and turned with a refined wave of his hand. She
followed him through the ornately designed and originally decorated
Georgian entry hall until he stopped before a deeply but delicately
carved oak door on the right side of the hall.

The butler stopped and knocked twice. A
woman’s voice came through the door. “Yes, George.”

George opened the door slowly and stepped in.
“Miss Boucher to see you, your Ladyship,” he said in the practiced
monotone voice of a professional.

“Thank you, George. Please show the
young lady in.” Sandrine heard the woman’s voice coming through the
doorway.

“Yes, Milady,” George replied and came
back through the doorway, bowing from the waist and motioning with
his hand for her to enter.

Sandrine went in nervously and stood before
the striking auburn-haired woman dressed in a finely tailored tweed
suit and seated in a great armchair, a small table before her with
a smaller chair next to it. Lady Cotswold stood to greet her,
smiling, her hand outstretched. Sandrine took her hand and gave a
light curtsy as she had been taught by her mother as a child. She
couldn’t help but notice the sparkle of the enormous diamond
engagement ring next to the quieter wedding band on the woman’s
hand.

“Very nice to meet you, Miss Boucher,”
the woman said the tone of her voice quiet and gentile, which went
a long way in taking the edge off of Sandrine’s nerves.

“Thank you, your Ladyship and thank you
for the invitation,” Sandrine said.

“You can serve the tea now, George,
please,” Lady Madeline said to the butler standing in attendance
just inside the door.

“Very good, Milady,” he said, turning
to go and closing the door behind him.

“Please make yourself comfortable,”
Lady Madeline said to the girl, motioning effortlessly with her
hand to the smaller chair.

“Thank you, your Ladyship,” Sandrine
said as she took the seat, her mind focused on maintaining her own
ladylike manner.

Before she could start the interview, there
was a knock at the door. “Yes, George, please come in,” she said
without raising her voice. The door opened and George came in with
a silver tea tray fitted with a silver tea service on a cart. He
took the tray from the cart and placed it on the small table in
front of the two women.

Only a few seconds later, Madeline heard the
movement of wheels on the hardwood floor and shifted her attention
behind George.

As George stepped aside and turned to leave,
Sandrine saw a frail old man with active gray eyes in a wheelchair
rolling up to her. Madeline spoke. “Miss Boucher, this is my
husband, Lord Neville Cotswold.” Sandrine stood up again
immediately and made another curtsy, stretching out her hand. The
old man took it and shook it lightly saying, “Please, my dear. Sit
down.”

From there the interview went on for well
over an hour, but it was more than a professional interview. Lady
Cotswold made it clear that they were more than satisfied with
Sandrine’s educational qualifications. What they wanted to know was
more along the lines of who she was as a person, her goals and
aspirations.

Lady Cotswold served the tea and asked about
Sandrine’s family. Lord Cotswold seemed interested in knowing how
she liked living in England as compared to living in France. They
were both very kind and made her feel at ease so she didn’t
hesitate to be free with her answers.

They asked her how she felt about acting as
both secretary and assistant to Lady Cotswold and her thoughts on
providing social companionship to both of them when not officially
on duty, or whether she would prefer to spend her free time off the
Estate grounds. Of course, should she accept the position, she
would be expected to live in the manor house and to become part of
the household.

In exchange, all her living expenses would be
paid and she would be given a generous stipend to save or squander
as she pleased, although Madeline had already drawn the conclusion
that this girl was not a squanderer.

They talked about how she felt about marriage
and children and why such a pretty young girl would be so
interested in such a dry life as archaeology would offer her.

When the interview concluded, Lady Madeline
stood and pressed a button under her desk while informing Sandrine
that they would be making their decision shortly…within a
fortnight…and that she would be notified by mail.

A moment later George reappeared in the room
and escorted Sandrine back to the door where her cab was waiting.
When she got in and they had gone through the gates back to the
main road, the cab driver told her that he had already been
generously paid by the butler the cost of the entire fare.

***

“So, what do you think, my dear?”
Madeline asked her husband once they were alone again. Lord Neville
thought about the girl for a moment, her shoulder-length dark hair
worn simple and straight, her pretty heart-shaped face housing
large intelligent dark eyes.

“She reminds me of you, Maddie,” he
said. “…a girl of some metal under a delicate façade longing to be
part of a very indelicate business.”

Madeline took that as a very high compliment
from the man who knew her so well, and had the same feeling,
although from a woman’s perspective. She could tell from their
discussion that, although Sandrine Boucher was indeed a pretty girl
with a face like a Flemish Renaissance painting, inside she was not
a flighty girl taken to whims of romance like other girls her age.
She was a serious girl who took her work seriously. She wasn’t
looking for a husband; she was looking for a life. “…and she has
very good taste, Neville…that was a beautiful cameo she was
wearing, early Victorian…and real. I think she’s real, too. She’s
didn’t come here because she smelled money, she came because she
smelled knowledge,” Madeline said, pulling back the faux Greek bas
relief panel on the wall behind them to reveal a bar service and
pouring herself a glass of sherry. “Cocktail, dear?”

“My usual, if you don’t mind, Maddie,”
Neville replied as he lit his pipe, signaling that they’d both had
enough Lording and Ladying for the day.

The letter offering Sandrine Boucher the
position went out the next morning.

***

Sandrine moved into Cotswold Manor two weeks
later. The room she was given was something out of a fairytale.
Lady Cotswold chose it for her particularly because, as when they
first met, Sandrine reminded her of a Flemish Renaissance
painting.

The overall room was done in red and gold
with the canopy over the four-poster bed matching the curtains made
of red velvet with gold appointments and was decorated in an
earlier period than the Georgian first floor. The walls were dotted
with large gilt-framed lithographs and mirrors and the furniture
Sandrine knew was Queen Anne, including a mirrored dressing table
that she would look in almost every morning for the next four
years.

Lord and Lady Cotswold couldn’t have been
better to her or for her, and she worked hard for them in return,
although it hardly seemed like work. It was more like stepping into
a life she had only read about.

By the time she’d finished her first year
with them, they’d completed the first draft of Lord Cotswold’s
memoirs, a great deal of which was recorded as he spoke and she
listened and ran the recorder. Then after every session she would
go through his correspondence and photographs to coordinate them
with the day’s remembrances.

It didn’t take long for her to find that she
genuinely liked the old man. He treated her in an almost
grandfatherly fashion and often asked her if she found herself
lonely for the company of people her own age. But she didn’t,
truly. Every time she sat with Lord Cotswold she was instantly
transported to China or Egypt, to Greece or India, learning things
from him that she was sure even her professors didn’t know.

Her time with him became very special to her
and after the work on his memoirs was completed, she found herself
looking for excuses to spend time with him. She enjoyed taking him
out for strolls on the Estate in good weather, and in exchange for
her kindnesses, he taught her how to appreciate fine wines and
delicacies that she could never have experienced otherwise;
pheasant under glass made with fresh pheasant from the Estate
hunting grounds and caviar, oh how she came to love his taste in
caviar.

He also took it upon himself to teach her how
to behave like a manored lady, how to sit and stand, to walk and
pour tea with the grace and confidence of a lady more of his time
than her own, and she loved every minute of it.

He truly surprised her one day while in the
garden beyond any expectation, when he asked her to pose for him so
he could sketch her. Flattered beyond ever possibly declining, she
sat for him in the sunshine with her hair up looking down on her
lap full of freshly cut flowers, and when he showed her the result,
it took her breath away. The stroke may have taken away his legs
but it seemed to have no effect on his control of his hands.

Afterwards, he gave the portrait to Lady
Cotswold to have framed for Sandrine as gift that following
Christmas.

As for Lady Cotswold, Sandrine went out of
her way to make herself indispensable, and she succeeded. She
organized everything for Madeline from her most routine daily
appoint-ments to opening her mail and keeping her ever important
social calendar. When not officially on duty, they shopped together
in the most exclusive stores, never leaving without Lady Cotswold
having purchased some small thing for Sandrine as a gift for her
hard work; a Chanel scarf, a Stratton compact.

In the end, their relationship seemed more
like an endeared aunt and favored niece combined with Master Class
teacher and gifted student rather than employer and employee. They
spent hours together talking about the things she’d done and the
people she’d met, looking at old photographs and laughing like
school girls about some of the famous men Lady Cotswold had been
propositioned by in her earlier days, and how bizarre some of those
propositions had been, Sandrine’s favorite being the one about a
certain member of the current royal family proposing in the early
1970s that Lady Madeline swing naked for him from a velvet swing in
his drawing room while he showered her privates with champagne from
below. The two of them laughed until their sides ached over that
one.

The three of them had gotten so close that by
the time the Devon Project came about there wasn’t any real
question in Lord Cotswold’s mind that Sandrine would be included.
As much as he would miss the brightness she brought to his life, he
knew that Madeline would need her more because, as much as he hated
to admit it, Madeline wasn’t the young girl she had been once when
she’d accompanied him around the world on their many hot and
strenuous digs.

Even in the few years before his stroke, she
depended more and more on the students they’d recruited than she
would have when they were in their prime. She might still be a
digger in her soul, but she was also fifty-three.

When Lady Cotswold told Sandrine the news
about the Devon Project, Sandrine squealed with delight and hugged
her, jumping up and down. “I promise, I won’t let you down, Lady
Madeline. I know I don’t have any field experience, but I’ll follow
your lead every step of the way,” Sandrine promised, over-flowing
with excitement as they left to go out shopping for new digging
clothes for the both of them.

“But I must warn you, my dear. We are
sharing this project with men, and you know what that means, and
Americans at that. You must always be on your guard with American
men, and this man Bramson in particular. I’ve only seen him once in
person and never met him officially, but if he’s anything like the
man he works for…” Lady Cotswold stopped herself before she gave
away too much then continued. “Do not forget, we are sharing this
project with them, and that he needs my field experience as much as
I need his period-specific knowledge. For you, this could mean the
difference between an auspicious beginning to your career and a
mediocre one, so stay close,” Lady Madeline said
cautiously.

***

A week later, Cotswold Manor was abuzz with a
circus of activity; the packing and loading of the excavation
equipment and artifact crates, recording devices, cameras. George
followed Lady Cotswold around nervously with a pad and pen, taking
frenzied notes as she spoke in a stream of both interconnected and
disconnected thoughts and instructions.

Lord Neville just sat by and watched, in some
part amused, some part regretful at not being able to go himself,
and some part worried as it occurred to him that he and Madeline
had never really been separated during the entire time of their
marriage. What if he died while she was gone?

“I do love you, Maddie,” he whispered
in her ear as she bent to hug him before they departed.

“I love you, too, Neville, dreadfully,”
she said, her eyes filling with tears as she stood before heading
for the door.

He followed her, George behind him pushing
the wheelchair. “You two take good care of each other…my two
girls,” he shouted at the car, waving as it passed the door, down
the drive toward the gate.

***

“I absolutely cannot wait to find out
what all this is about,” Madeline said to Sandrine, brimming with
excitement as she drove down the M5 towards Exeter. She’d always
been a lifelong Yorkshire girl before she went to London and
married Neville. She’d never even been to the West Country. Her
work, hers and Neville’s, had always taken them abroad. It never
once occurred to her that she would one day be digging virtually in
her own backyard, or even that there would be anything left in
England that hadn’t already been uncovered.

What could it be?
she wondered as she drove. From the photographs, she knew it
was a castle ruin, 8th century, 9th century maybe. But what could
it be about it that would interest Jack Edgeworth enough to buy
it? He must know something, or suspect
something. But what?”

It was already evening when Lady Madeline and
Sandrine pulled into the tiny village of Exton St. Cyres. Dating
back to a time well before the Norman Invasion, most of these
villages began as little more than parcels connected to feudal
estates, hubs created as commerce centers for the surrounding
estate; way stations for travelers going between cities, such as
Exeter and Plymouth.

Each then developed into what one might call
traditional “village life” after the Norman Invasion and the advent
of the Domesday Book. Exton St. Cyres was no different. Consisting
of little more than a few winding cobblestone streets dotted with
thatched roof cottages, a medieval church, a post office and a
grocer added during the time of King George V, the village itself
probably hadn’t changed since before the birth of Victoria with the
exception of the addition of electricity and all the con-veniences
that went along with it. Then there was the inn and the pub, in
this instance one and the same.

***

When Lady Madeline pulled up to the front of
the large thatched roof and cob building, she couldn’t help but
laugh out loud. Sandrine didn’t get the joke at first so Lady
Madeline pointed to the sign lodged in the long area between the
two somewhat conical thatched roof towers. “The Digger’s Rest Pub
& Inn.” Sandrine still didn’t get the joke until Lady Madeline
spoke it. “Sandrine, we’re archaeologists! Don’t you understand?
The Digger’s Rest. We’re diggers and this is where we rest,” she
said, laughing at the irony of it. Sandrine got it then, thinking
it was rather clever after all.

Then she looked over the road to the
opposite side of the inn and saw the decaying medieval church,
dimly lit from the inside, casting only shadowy colored light
through the large stained glass windows, and next to it, the church
graveyard. She pointed so that Lady Madeline would look over. “Oh
my..” Lady Madeline said, putting her hand to her mouth with
embarrass-ment, a chill suddenly running up her spine. “They
meant grave
diggers.”


Chapter IX

 


THE FARTHINGS

 


At the door there's a man who will greet you
Then you go downstairs to some tables and chairs Soon I'm sure
you'll be tappin' your feet Because the beat is the greatest
there

I Know A Place

……..As performed by Miss Petula
Clark

 


 


Mitch and Simon arrived a few hours
after Lady Madeline and Sandrine, with much the same reaction to
the sign over the inn and the church graveyard across the road.
This time Mitch laughed, but it gave Simon the creeps, mostly
because he used his visualization skills to take himself back,
using the gravedigger scene from Hamlet as a model.
Alas, poor Yorick, I knew him, Horatio,
he thought to himself, letting his mind drift into a picture
of Mitch in a twelfth century night shirt with a skull in his
hand.

“Okay, come on, let’s see if we can get
some help carrying in the bags,” Mitch said as he got out of the
rented SUV and headed for the heavy, black wrought-iron and
dark-oak door. Simon grabbed a few of the lighter bags and followed
him, stopping to stare at the door before he went in. It reminded
him of the entrance to a dungeon; the building in general like
something from one of the grimmer Grimm’s fairytales.

Once in, Mitch walked up to the dark oak
podium dimly lit by a small lamp, a pale young man standing behind
it. About twenty-eight or thirty years old, he had a head of light
brown hair, just growing in from recently having it shaved as was
the going style with young men. Smallish in stature and wiry
looking, he wore a crisp white shirt and was writing in what looked
like a reservation book.

As Mitch approached, the young man looked up,
his blue-gray eyes set deeply in sharp, Anglo-Saxon features giving
him a stern appearance. The young man smiled as he saw them and his
eyes rounded a bit, his features immediately softening to reveal
the sparkle of youth in his eyes and a welcoming quality in his
smile, lightening his entire countenance to handsome.

“You must be Doctor Bramson,” he said
in an educated English accent, his smile brightening even more in
the dim lamplight as he put out his hand cordially. Mitch looked at
the young man curiously. The young man smiled again. “It’s not
every day someone who looks like you comes in here, Dr. Bramson. I
knew you had to be a colonist from either America or Australia, and
since Lady Cotswold just checked in and asked if you’d arrived, it
was a safe guess. I’m Malcolm Farthing, one of the managers here at
Digger’s. Mitch smiled back and shook the young man’s
hand.

“Mitchell Bramson…” he said. “…alive
and kicking, fresh from the colony known as New York,” and he
laughed.

Just then another young man appeared behind
Malcolm Farthing’s shoulder. He was taller, broader and bigger
boned, but his coloring was the same, with longer, spiky hair,
another style favored by young men of-the time, somewhere between
blonde and light brown, almost wheat colored but with the same
blue-gray eyes and pale skin with a smattering of freckles across
his nose; wearing a crisp blue-and-white pin-striped shirt. His
features were naturally softer and less angled than Malcolm’s
because of his larger size, but there was no doubt that they were
the product of the same gene pool. He smiled widely at Mitch just
as Malcolm went to call over his shoulder, “Dec…”

Malcolm jumped, not realizing that his
brother had been standing so close behind him. “I do wish you would
stop doing that, Deck,” he said and smiled, blushing. “Dr. Bramson,
this is my brother, Declan; he’s a manager here at Digger’s,
too.”

Declan Farthing reached his long arm past his
brother and held his hand out for Mitch to shake.

“A pleasure to meet you, Dr. Bramson.
You can call me Deck, everyone ’round here does. We’ve been
expecting you,” Deck said with the same educated English accent as
his brother, smiling good naturedly. “We don’t get many Americans
in here, so after you’ve had the chance to settle in maybe we can
talk about your red Indians over a pint. I’ve always loved your
Western movies. ‘Giddy up, little doggies’,” he said, sounding like
John Wayne by way of Hugh Grant.

Mitch laughed out loud. “Yes, of course, I’d
like that a lot, Deck.”

“Deck, please… Could you help Dr.
Bramson in with his bags and talk about red Indians later,” Malcolm
said in an ‘I’m the older brother’ voice he’d probably used a
million times before.

Simon stood back in the shadows and watched,
shying away. He couldn’t help it. It always took him longer to get
used to strangers, like sticking his toes in the water to judge the
temperature. Once he was confident that Mitch had already broken
the ice, he stepped forward, and as he had done with Madame
Duvalier, Mitch sensed he was there without looking.

“Malcolm, Deck, this is my assistant,
Simon Holly.” The two young men each held out their hands to Simon,
Malcolm taking it first, then Deck. “Good to meet you, Simon,” they
said simultaneously, feeling free to be less formal with him since
he was closer to their age.

Simon bowed his head slightly, “Same here
guys.”

Then Malcolm was at Deck again. “And please
get someone to help you while I show Dr. Bramson and Simon to the
bar for a drink,” he said regaining his professional innkeeper
composure.

“Yes, Mal,” Deck said dutifully back to
his brother as he came around the podium, catching Mitch’s eye as
he went by, whispering, “Red Indians,” before he bent to take the
bags.

Mitch smiled and winked back whispering,
“Geronimo,” wondering if he had any of the dollar coins cast with
the image of Sacagawea left rolling around somewhere in his luggage
to give the kid as he and Simon followed Malcolm around to the
bar.

Once they were comfortably seated around the
busy bar and Malcolm had poured them each a beer, another young man
appeared behind Malcolm’s shoulder. He was as tall as Deck, not as
broad but had the same complexion, features and eye color, except
this one had dark hair and looked to be the youngest of the three.
“Dr. Bramson, Simon, this is my cousin, Jed; he’s a colonist too,
from Australia,” Malcolm said with a mischievous smile. “He’ll be
your bartender for the rest of the evening while Deck and I take
care of the dining room.”

The newest young man put out his hand
politely and shook both Mitch and Simon’s hands. “A pleasure to
meet other fellow colonists,” he said in a thick Australian accent,
casting darts with his eyes at Malcolm’s back and smirking as
Malcolm walked away.

Mitch downed his beer quickly, giving him his
usual second wind. Simon, on the other hand, was more circumspect
about it and took his in sips, remembering his first introduction
to alcohol. By the time Simon’s glass was empty, his eyes were dim
and droopy. “Would it be alright if I went to our room,
Doctor…Mitch? I’m very tired and still need to unpack.”

“Sure, but leave the unpacking until
tomorrow. There’s no rush and you’ll need all your strength when we
go out to survey the site tomorrow afternoon. Okay?” Mitch said
with his hand on Simon’s back. Simon nodded his agreement, sighing
with comfort at the feel of the warm strong hand on his
back.

Ever the skilled bartender, Jed refilled
Mitch’s beer and called out to one of the passing waitresses,
“Fiona, could you show our guest here the way to the cottage and
make sure he finds everything he needs?” A pretty blonde waitress
came over to the bar. “Sure, Jed,” she said with a cheeky grin.

“Simon, just follow our Fi here and
she’ll make sure you get there alright,” he said kindly, having
seen them arrive and noticing immediately that Simon
was…different.

Mitch made quick work of his second beer and
ordered a brandy to go with his third. He had just settled into a
leisurely haze by then, and took to his favorite pastime when newly
arrived at an unfamiliar location, quietly observing his
surroundings.

On his first scan he examined the structure
of the room. The walls were made of thick cob, a substance used for
over a thousand years, made from a mixture of limestone, straw, mud
and practically anything else they could get their hands on, and
coated with a paste of plaster-like whitewash.

The ceiling was low and ribbed with wide,
blackened oak beams and the floor was covered with equally wide and
blackened planks of oak. Early Tudor, he thought, having assessed
the period instantaneously. He started scanning the faces about the
room, making a wide sweep and mentally making a note of anyone who
stuck out in particular among the throng of people shifting back
and forth from their seats to the bar or chatting animatedly in
groups in booths and at tables around the room.

The first face to catch his attention
was of man about his own age with close-cropped, dark-brown hair, a
ruddy complexion and a dimple in his chin making him appear younger
than he probably was. He was leaning on the bar, smoking a short,
thin cigar and staring at him. The large, dapple gray, long-haired
hound at the man’s feet made Mitch think, Funny about English pubs, you can smoke and bring your
animals, too. Perfect.

As he continued scanning, he noticed the wide
range of ages of everyone around him. There didn’t seem to be much
of a generation gap going on there. Young people were talking to
older people with the same ease as they might have with someone
their own age and vice versa.

There was a group of men of mixed ages
at one table, some with shaved heads and tattoos on their arms,
shouting amiably at one another about something having to do with
sports, some of the younger ones looking remarkably like the older
ones, Fathers and sons?
Brothers?

At the booth across from the men was a group
of twenty something girls, giggling and pointing around at the
young men, clearly taking bets or measures.

When he turned around to take in another
angle, there was a very small, old man standing next to him with
tiny, piercing black eyes and tufts of pure white hair sticking out
from underneath a ragged, knitted blue cap. Jed had just handed the
old man a fresh beer when the old man turned to Mitch, staring into
his eyes intently, almost hypnotically. He leaned in close to Mitch
and said something in a strange language Mitch couldn’t place, and
with his knowledge base, that in itself took it out of the
ordinary, then the old man walked away.

When Mitch looked up, a tall shapely woman of
about forty, dressed in a tight fitting, all black outfit with a
wide rhinestone belt had moved into the spot vacated by the old
man. She had black hair that matched her clothing, cut in what
might have been called a long shag thirty years ago, giving her an
almost owlish appearance. Her features added to the effect.

She wasn’t so much pretty as sexy in an
interesting, alluring sort of way, with a sharp hawk-like nose and
dark, deep set eyes beneath finely kept arched black eyebrows. She
leaned in close to Mitch, “That’s Amos. He was speaking to you in
the old language,” she said softly, a gleam in her dark eyes.

“Well, what did he say?” Mitch asked,
thinking he was being flirted with.

“He said, ‘Take thee back to the new
land from whence thee came, oh ye son of Adam,’” the woman in black
said and walked away with her drink, laughing to herself. Mitch
looked back to where Jed was filling him another beer and brandy.
“What the hell was that all about?” Mitch asked him.

“That’s Gayle. She’s a barrister over
in Exeter, from one of the oldest families in the area. Quite a
bird, isn’t she?” Jed said and winked at Mitch, apparently not
having caught the first part of the dog and pony show he’d just
witnessed.

Mitch took his fresh drinks and knocked them
back quicker than he’d planned while Jed was still there to refill
them. Well into a second level of drunkenness as Jed set down the
fresh drinks, Mitch couldn’t resist asking him about the man with
the dog. “Why does he keep staring at me?”

“He’s not staring at you, Dr. Bramson.
He’s blind,” Jed said, mildly amused, and walked over to the man
with the dog, whispering something to him. They laughed.

A moment later the man came over to him, with
the dog and a white cane. He was of a stocky build, but still fit
in the way former athletes can be in their forties.

“I do apologize, sir, if it seemed that
I was staring at you. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable,” the
man said genuinely. “I can only see shaped shadows, and can only
recognize people by their shapes. You were a new shape. I do
apologize.”

“No, please. I should apologize for my
ignorance. I saw the dog but didn’t make the connection. The
apologies are all mine,” Mitch said, embarrassed.

“You’re the American archaeologist,
here for the Crane castle,” the man said, not sounding surprised.
“I’m Sean Donnelly,” the man with the dog said, holding his hand
out a foot past where Mitch was standing. Mitch took it and
shook.

“You know who I am?” Mitch asked,
confounded.

“Yes, of course. Everyone here does.
News travels fast in a small village. We’ve all been waiting for
you, even Yale here,” Donnelly said pointing down in the general
direction of where the old dog had lain down. “Haven’t we Yale, old
boy?” Sean asked the dog.

Mitch reached down naturally and scratched
the old dog under his chin, still trying to absorb the fact that
what Sean Donnelly had said must be true. They all knew he was
here, and why he’d come.

“Nice to meet you, too,
Yale.”

“Let me buy you a beer, Dr. Bramson,
and let’s talk,” Sean said, nodding in the direction of the bar.
Jed refilled both their glasses and Sean took Mitch gently by the
arm, leading him over to a table in the corner of the
room.

As the two men sat in the booth getting
acquainted and ass-over-head drunk together, Sean Donnelly told him
the recent story of his life. He had been a member of the London
Metropolitan Police Criminal Investigation Division before
transferring to Exeter to get married and raise a family five years
before. They’d thought Exton would be a nice place to raise a
family when they bought their cottage, but it hadn’t turned out as
they expected.

The year after the transfer, he was assigned
to investigate the disappearance of a girl from the area, the only
bit of intrigue that had hit Exton in decades. Early one morning
before the sun had even come up he got a call from the old Crane
Estate. Apparently old man Crane’s groundskeeper thought he saw a
young woman running naked through the woods at the back end of the
estate by the ruins while doing his rounds and believed it might be
the missing girl.

Drunk as he was, Sean Donnelly got
increasingly tense with each word he spoke. He told Mitch that that
he went out that morning to investigate the call, coming upon the
ruins just after the sun had come up. He put his hand on Mitch’s
wrist then, clamping it tightly as he spoke. “When I got to the
ruins, I started wandering about, calling out for the girl as I
walked around one of the towers. I heard a woman’s voice calling
out to me, laughing.”

His voice took on a raspy quality, squeezing
Mitch’s wrist harder with each word.

“I followed it into the center of the
large foundation area and heard it again, but it wasn’t coming from
around me, at ground level that is. It seemed to be coming from the
trees above me, so I looked up.” Sean stopped there to take a long
slug of his drink, never letting go of Mitch’s wrist, “…and when I
did, the sky looked like it was starting to move, like it was
opening up before me, a dark spot, like a thick cloud seemed to
shift over the sun, like an eclipse. I couldn’t take my eyes off
it…and when the sun was completely covered by the dark spot, there
was a flash of light, like a fireball coming at me.”

Sean was shaking by then, his grasp on
Mitch’s arm tightening to the point of pain. “It was the last thing
I ever saw,” he said, sweat dripping down the sides of his face,
moisture building around his eyes. “It was the last thing I ever
saw, Dr. Bramson,” he said again and gulped the last of his drink,
setting his glass down with a loud thud.

“But I don’t understand, why are you
telling me this?” Mitch asked, trying to pry Sean’s hand off his
wrist.

“Because I know you’re here to dig it
up.”

“And you’re warning me?” Mitch asked,
not sure he was grasping what the man seemed to be saying to
him.

“Leave it alone, Dr. Bramson,” Sean
said insistently and got up quickly with his glass, staggering back
over to the bar, leaving Mitch there to think…What?

He was so drunk himself by then he didn’t
know what to think. He just knew that his head was spinning and he
was feeling closed in, confined. He had to get out of there as soon
as possible. His head swirled as he got up and went over to the
opposite side of the bar from Donnelly, waiting for Jed to come to
him. “Another drink, Dr. Bramson?” Jed asked, cheerfully.

“No, not this time, Jed. But I could
use a guide to my room, please. I think I’ve had enough, or way too
much,” he said, leaning and slurring, his hair falling around his
face.

“Fiona!” Jed called out.

A minute later, the young blonde waitress was
back and leading Mitch toward the rear of the building, through a
small courtyard and into another small, thatched roof cottage. She
left him leaning on the wall with the key in his hand as she
watched him from around the corner, waiting for him to open the
door and go in so she could report to Jed that she’d made sure he
got in alright.

***

He heard the tapping sound of light
rain, but it wasn’t on a roof or a window sill. He looked around
and saw it was coming from the raindrops landing on the shoulders
and collar of his raincoat. He looked up. The sky was pitch black.
He looked around and saw he was surrounded by tall black buildings;
the street was black, everything was black. He was in a
city. New York?

Off in the distance, he saw the multicolored
glow of lights illuminating the sky from somewhere that seemed to
be miles away. He started walking in that direction, walking,
walking, walking, until his feet hurt.

He was so wet and cold.
Will I ever get there? He had to get
there. He couldn’t stop. The lights were calling to him. Will it be
warm there? And dry? He could see he was getting closer.
Only a little more, he kept telling
himself. Only a little more and I’ll be
there. Someone special is waiting for me there. Who?
He held his head down to keep the rain off of his face,
looking at his boots as he took each step.

When he saw the reflection of the
lights on his boots he knew he was almost there. Just a little
more, a little more. He was exhausted. When he looked up again, he
could see a row of big bright, glitzy nightclubs with enormous,
multicolored marquees, lights flashing and beams of white light on
the rooftops, penetrating the black night sky. He had to get there,
someone was waiting for him. But
who?

As he got closer he looked sideways and saw
his reflection in the pane glass windows of the closed shops he
passed. He stopped and looked at his face reflected in the glass.
It was his face, but they weren’t his clothes. They didn’t fit, and
they were old and worn, torn and dirty. He was dirty. His hair was
matted and greasy, like he hadn’t washed it in weeks, then he
noticed that he looked thinner, like when he was twenty and had
stopped eating, before Jack found him.

He went closer to the glass to get a better
look. His face looked gaunt and haunted, like a ghost. He had to
get there, or die. He knew it then. He walked hurriedly on, faster
than before, his feet pinching and squeezing more and more with
each step he took. They weren’t his boots. They were too small.
They belonged to someone else, that’s why his feet hurt him so
badly, but he couldn’t stop now that he was getting closer, so
close.

Then he was across the street from the row of
glittering nightclubs. He crossed over just as a huge, black
stretch limousine was pulling up in front of the one with flashing
red and gold lights stylized to look like ancient writing: Club
Euphrates.

The door of the limousine opened and a man in
a tuxedo got out. He couldn’t see the man’s face but he could see
that the man was holding out his hand to the open door. A woman’s
hand extended out, long bright red fingernails and a bracelet in
the shape of a serpent around her upper arm.

The man took the woman’s hand and they
stepped out into the light. She had red hair with gold highlights,
but not styled in any modern fashion. It was wound upward and the
gold highlights weren’t highlights at all; they were braided stands
of gold formed to look like serpents.

She was wearing a waist-cinching, strapless
golden bodice; the cloth around her breasts formed to look like
outstretched wings, a wolf’s head with rubies for eyes at the
center. Her skirt was golden too, long and trailing with the front
gathered up so high he could see her inner thighs as she walked,
but he couldn’t see her face, the man was blocking her face.

As they stood there together, arm-in-arm,
about to walk up the red carpet to the entrance of the club, they
stopped, turning to look at him. He gasped with the shock of it.
The man was Julian Bramson the Third and the woman…the woman looked
remarkably like the French film goddess Catherine Deneuve in her
prime. They stared at him for a moment, a hungry look in their
eyes, like starving animals, and smiled menacingly.

The woman held her hand out to him languidly
but didn’t speak; the man did. “Come to your father, Mitchell,”
Julian Bramson said, waving him in, nodding and smiling.

“No, no!” he shouted and turned to run,
to get away from them and that place, but he couldn’t move;
something was holding his leg. He looked down. There was a heavy
metal brace on his right leg. He tried to run again, to drag the
brace with him, but it was so heavy.

He’d gone only a few feet when he saw a deep,
dark doorway up on his left and the dim silhouette of a figure
lurking in the shadows. As he got closer and tried to pass, he
heard a hushed, murmuring voice whisper, but he couldn’t understand
what it was saying.

Suddenly a small, thin hand reached out of
the shadows and grabbed his arm. The figure came out of the
shadows. He saw the ripped sleeve of an old hippy shirt. He looked
up and saw her face, dirty with soot and smeared from the rain, and
felt himself being pulled into the safety of the shadows. “They
can’t find you here, Mitchell,” she whispered in his ear as she
pulled him closer to her, deeper into the darkness. “You’re safe
here with me.”

He woke up to the sound of his own voice
crying out as he jumped out of the bed and began to pace back and
forth maniacally across the room, not knowing why. His mind was a
blank, one great thumping, thudding, crashing blank.

***

Alida Ruales opened her eyes and saw the
small nite-glow alarm clock on the bedside table, 8:00 A.M. That
can’t be, she thought to herself noticing that it was still dark
out. She reached to feel the bed beside her. It was empty. “Yack”
she called out quietly in the dark.

When she got no answer she sat up and slid
her feet into her slippers. She knew there would only be one place
he could be and walked over to the high-backed chair that faced the
window over-looking the park. “Yack, are jou okay?” she asked
quietly, stroking his hair as she stood behind the chair. He took
her hand and she walked around.

“Couldn’t sleep,” he said,
weary.

“Bad dream?” she asked, touching his
face.

He nodded. “He was lost and I couldn’t find
him,” Jack said rubbing his temples, a light tremble in his hand.
She never had to ask who he was; there was only ever one ‘he” in
Jack’s life. “It’s nothing, probably just the stress of his leaving
and then having that asshole from Boston dropping in on me so
unexpectedly. You’re sure the files are safe?”

“Chess. No one will ever find them at
Maria’s place on Roosevelt Island,” Alida said, sitting down on the
floor and putting her head in his lap. “I promise jou.”

“Thank you, Alida. That takes a great
weight off my mind,” Jack said putting his hand on her head,
feeling her soft black hair, then asked, “What time is
it?”

She took his hand and turned it to look at
the watch he’d forgotten to take it off before he went to bed. 8:05
A.M. She told him what it said and took it off, telling him that
the battery must be wearing down and that she’d get it replaced
that day.

“Come back to bed, Yack. I’m sure he’s
fine,” she said pulling him up from the chair and leading him back
to the bed. Neither of them would have thought that when it was
3:00 A.M. in New York, it was 8:00 A.M. in England, but when Alida
went to lay herself down again and looked at the nite-glow clock.
It said 3:15 A.M. It scared her, remembering from her girlhood days
in a small village in Cuba that these things usually meant someone
was going to die.

Lying on her side, her rear comfortably
snuggled against Jack’s, she crossed herself and said a prayer to
Santa Maria for the only men she had left in her life, Jack, Mitch
and Simon, as she drifted off back to sleep. The next morning she
called the Digger’s Rest from the office just to make sure they’d
arrived alright.

***

Meredith Bramson had long gotten used to
sleeping in a separate bed from her husband, and the truth be told,
she preferred it. It gave her the peaceful night’s sleep she
required, while still allowing her to know where her husband was at
night, not that they were ever clinging, passionate lovers
anyway.

She was raised to be a rich girl who would
marry a rich man and she’d accomplished that. The fact that they
were never really in love mattered very little. She’d conveniently
given him two beautiful sons and had all of the comforts and
prestige she ever wanted. That was enough for her.

It was a nice contract Annabelle had arranged
for her. She never had to do very much and didn’t concern herself
with anything that didn’t revolve around having the most beautiful
house in Massachusetts, raising her children, being admired by her
friends and letting Annabelle pull all the strings. But then things
began to change after Annabelle died.

In those seven years, Julian began coming to
bed later and later, and he was drinking more and more. When he did
come to their room, he was constantly up and down, rarely, if ever,
sleeping the whole night through.

When he had come back from his recent trip to
New York, things got even worse. He started talking in his sleep,
which would have been fine if he had his own room, but he kept
waking her up with his mumbling and crying; getting up to pace the
room then going back to sleep.

It wasn’t long before his talking in his
sleep got louder, so loud she got up to listen. “Mel…an…ie,” he
would call out, then toss and turn for awhile, then call out again,
“Mi…tch… ell.”

Is he having an
affair? She doubted it, and she wouldn’t have much
cared if he did, as long as it was discrete and he didn’t embarrass
her. They were long past the point where divorce would ever have
been an option, especially since Julian the Fourth had been elected
to Congress, and …Who is
Mitchell?

After a few weeks, she couldn’t take it
anymore and she packed his things and had them moved into their
largest guest room. He didn’t say a word the next day at breakfast,
and life went on for her as usual. But it was a different story for
him.

The day after he was moved into the guest
room he called his lawyer. Not to ask about a divorce but to have
his lawyer hire a private investigator to find out where Dr.
Mitchell Bramson was and to get a detailed view of his life so the
next time Julian planned to see him, he would choose his
opportunity, and he would choose one that was far away from New
York…and Jack Edgeworth. It would be a risk but he knew he would
never, ever get another night's sleep again until he saw Mitch, no
matter what that meeting would hold for either of them.

***

When Mitch and Simon sat down to breakfast at
a table near the window overlooking the road there was no sign of
Malcolm, Deck or Jed. Instead a tall, statuesque, young woman with
long, wavy, dark red hair highlighted with blonde streaks walked
over to them. When Mitch saw her face, he knew. She had those
blue-gray eyes and the same pale complexion sprinkled with
freckles. Her features were similar to those of the men but more
delicately suited her gender, and very, very pretty, indeed.

“Good morning. I’m Dr. Bramson with the
party staying in the cottage,” Mitch said to the young woman,
working through his hangover to put on a good face; expecting the
same or similar greeting that he got from Mal and Deck when they’d
checked in.

“I know who you are,” she said coldly,
standing in such a way as to avoid having to look him in the face
or meet his eyes. She looked to Simon instead. “Would you like
something to eat?” she asked stiffly. Simon didn’t know what to
do.

Anyone within twenty feet of them could have
felt the chill that came off the woman.

“Two English breakfasts and a pot of
coffee would be fine, thank you,” Mitch said never taking his eyes
off her.

“Would that be white coffee or black?”
she asked to Simon.

“Black would be fine, thank you,” Simon
said, knowing that they both took theirs black. She walked away.
Mitch looked at Simon.

“Did I do something wrong?” Mitch asked
him. Simon shrugged.

“Not that I know of.”

“Do I smell?” Mitch asked, lifting his
arm, putting his face under it and laughing. Not a good thing since
it made his head throb even louder.

“Stop,” Simon said, smiling innocently
and blushing as he looked around to see if anyone was
watching.

Ten minutes later the woman came out through
the kitchen door with a tray, setting it down on the table next to
them. Without a word, she put the coffee pot on the table between
them and put Simon’s breakfast plate down in front of him. Then she
took the other plate and roughly slammed it down before Mitch.

“Whoa,” Mitch said looking to Simon to
see if he was seeing the same thing. Simon just kept his eyes down,
waiting for her to go away. “Excuse me, Miss. Did I do something to
offend you? If I have, please accept my apologies,” Mitch said
honestly and politely. She turned and looked at him with fire in
her eyes.

“Well, if you mean other than being a
rich American with too much money and nothing better to do with
your time than come down here and show us poor ignorant villagers
how much you have and how easy it is to disrupt our lives. No, I
don’t think you have, Dr. Bramson,” she sniped at him in the same
educated English accent as the men, leaving him
speechless.

As she turned to go, Malcolm was standing
behind her, blocking her way. Simon felt like he wanted to crawl
under the table, any sign of conflict always made him feel like
hiding.

“Ivy, please…” was all Malcolm could
get out before she pushed past him and rushed back through the
kitchen door. He turned to Mitch and Simon. “Please pardon my
sister, she’s been a little overwhelmed around here lately and the
stress is showing,” he said, rubbing his forehead, flushed with
embarrassment. “Please accept all your drinks on the house
tonight.

“Malcolm, that’s not necessary. I’m not
one of those Americans,” Mitch said, feeling his own embarrassment
and putting his hand out to Malcolm. “It’s alright.”

“Thank you, Dr. Bramson. I appreciate
that,” Malcolm said and left, going through the kitchen door where
his sister had fled.

A few minutes later, the sound of dishes
smashing came through the closed door. A woman’s voice shouting, “I
will not…” and Malcolm’s voice saying “Ivy, please…” Then
silence.

Just as Mitch and Simon were finishing their
breakfast, keeping their heads down, half expecting dishes to come
flying through the door at them at any minute, they heard another
woman’s voice, much closer to them.

“Dr. Bramson, so good to finally see
you again,” They looked up. It was Lady Madeline Cotswold with an
attractive young brunette standing behind her.

“Lady Cotswold,” Mitch said standing up
instantly. Simon followed his lead. Mitch took her hand and bowed.
“I wasn’t aware that we’d met. I certainly would have remembered
such an occasion,” he said.

“Well, we didn’t, officially,” Lady
Madeline said, “But I was in attendance at your Bayeux Gala. You
were just so busy, we never got to actually meet.”

Mitch felt honored. “I wish I’d known. I
would definitely have made time for you, Lady Cotswold.”

“I did manage to grab a few minutes
with Jack Edgeworth though. We’re old friends from our mutual
British Museum days,” she said smiling.

“Oh, please forgive me. Lady Madeline
Cotswold, this is my assistant, the soon-to-be Dr. Simon Holly.”
Simon stepped up, took Lady Cotswold’s hand and bowed as he had
done with Madame Duvalier. “I’ve read so much of your work. It’s
truly a great honor to meet you, Lady Cotswold” Simon said, bowing
again, thinking, English aristocracy. Holy
Moly! What next?

“Why, thank you, young man. It’s good
to know that I’m still read somewhere in the world,” she said
dryly, but flattered nonetheless. “…and this is my assistant Miss
Sandrine Boucher,” Lady Madeline said, bringing Sandrine forth to
meet the men. They each took her hand and said, “It’s a pleasure,
Miss Boucher.”

Then Mitch said to them both, “Please ladies,
won’t you join us?”

 



 


Chapter X

 


DIG THIS!

 


I can dig it,

he can dig it,

she can dig it,

we can dig it,

they can dig it,

you can dig it.

Oh, let's dig it.

Can you dig it, baby?

Grazing in the Grass

……..As performed by The Friends of
Distinction

 




Lady Cotswold and Sandrine took their seats
in the ladylike fashion they had both been taught by Lord Neville,
as would have been expected. Mitch, still standing, pulled out the
chair next to him allowing Lady Madeline to seat herself, then
helped her push her chair into the table. As he did with so many
other things, Simon followed suit, keeping with Mitch’s actions in
helping Sandrine seat herself next to him.

Once they were all seated, Lady Madeline
spoke directly to Mitch, her eyes peering into his. She wasn’t
about to mince words with him since she’d known Jack longer
and…more intimately than he did. “So, Dr. Bramson, I’m dying to
know. What could be so important to Jack Edgeworth that he would
send not only a million dollars but also his best man to England
for what may turn out to be just a routine ruin?”

“Well, Lady Cotswold…first, since we’ll
be working together so closely you might as well call me Mitch,” he
said meeting her directness with his own. Just then he heard the
clink of china close to him and purposely didn’t look up.
Please don’t let it be her, he
thought. The last thing I need right now is a scene in front of
Lady Cotswold.”

He heard a woman’s voice say “Your tay,
Laydee Cotswowd,” and heaved a sigh of relief. It was a chirpy
village accent, and he looked up. It was Fi, the pretty blonde
waitress who’d shown him to his room the night before. He smiled
and winked at her disarmingly, trying to assure himself that he
still had it after having been chilled out of his BVDs by the red
head. He still couldn’t get over it in his mind. Women never spoke
to him like that, especially redheads. They’d always been his
specialty.

“Thank you, my dear,” Lady Cotswold
said to Fi, making room on the table for the teapot, toast and
strawberry jam pot she’d ordered in advance when she
arrived.

“Not a’tall, your Laydeeship. My
pleasuh,” Fi chirped again, making a small curtsy before she left.
Sandrine poured tea for Lady Madeline and herself as Lady Madeline
spread some jam on her toast, then directed her attention back to
Mitch.

“You were saying…Mitch,” she said,
smiling slyly to let Mitch know she hadn’t lost her train of
thought. He decided then that the best tack to take was the same
one she’d used with him, the direct approach. Lady Madeline took a
sip of her tea and a bite of her toast, not taking her attention
away from him for a second

“Well, Lady Madeline. It’s Jack’s hope
that, given the location and the timeframe, we might just come
across some small proof of Arthur,” he said, leaning into her with
an air of confidence but not taking his eyes from hers. The smile
from Lady Madeline’s face dropped as she fought to conceal the fact
that she almost choked; swallowing hard and clearing her throat
instead.

“If you’re referring to King
Arthur…Pendragon, you must be joking,” she said and laughed
lightly, thinking he was, indeed, joking. Mitch just raised his
eyebrows and shrugged, shaking his head.

As her mind absorbed what Mitch had
said, her thoughts went into overdrive. Bastard! she thought. It
did make sense, but being a true dyed-in-the-wool Englishwoman,
neither I, nor Neville apparently, could see the forest for the
trees and it took an American, of all things, to see the
possibility of the forest. Her expression changed to
serious. “I’m listening,” she said patiently, but thinking to
herself, Bloody Americans!

From there Mitch explained their
Tintagel/Exeter/ Glastonbury Triangle theory, assuring Lady
Madeline that they had no illusions of finding the Holy Grail or
anything of the sort, but that they were merely looking for some
evidence that there did exist a king named Arthur in the time
period somewhere between the 5th and 6th centuries.

It was just that simple; it could be
something as small as a coin with his image or a notation in a book
or scroll indicating that he was hosted there, or was even reviled
or feared there. The more she listened the more Lady Madeline had
to admit to herself that the possibility existed that if such a man
as King Arthur ever existed, there might just be some proof of it
left behind in a noble’s castle, whether he be ally or enemy, and
the thought of finding it made her blood course through her
veins.

They spent the rest of their breakfast time
discussing the nuts and bolts of how to approach the dig. While
they talked, Sandrine took notes on a small pad with Simon, being
the New Yorker he was, taking out his little black recorder to
record everything.

They agreed right off the bat that, given the
fair weather of the day, they should go from breakfast to their
respective quarters and collect what they might need for an initial
examination of the site. It was ten-thirty A.M. by the time the
group broke up, agreeing to reassemble in the entry hall an hour
later.

With the ladies having left the table shortly
before the men, Mitch got a brainstorm as he approached the
reception podium and saw Declan standing there going over the
coming day’s reservations.

“Good morning, Deck. How are you?”
Mitch said cheerfully, the food and coffee having brought him back
from his hangover.

“Very fine, Dr. Bramson,” then to
Simon, “Good morning, Simon,” Deck said smiling with a wink, his
entire appearance seeming lighter, brighter and paler in the
daylight.

Mitch walked up close to the podium. “I’ve
been meaning to speak to you, Deck. I suppose everyone around here
knows why we’re here?” Mitch asked him, the weird encounters of the
night before coming back to him in a flood.

“Yes, I suppose you might say that,”
Deck answered and shrugged guiltily. “It’s a very small village,
Dr. Bramson. Not many secrets stay secret for very long around
here.”

“Well that’s why I wanted to talk to
you. We’re going to need a few extra able-bodied men to help us out
on the site. No experience necessary, just the ability to lift and
carry, dig and sift, and I was wondering if you might know anyone,
some local lads maybe who might like to earn a few extra bucks…” he
stopped there to reword himself in their vernacular. “…quid.”
Deck’s eyes shifted around for a moment, thinking, then went
wide.

“Yes, yes. I would,” he said, his eyes
widening innocently and his voice taking on the tenor of a young
boy who just been asked if he wanted to go to
Disneyland.

“Brilliant!” Mitch said, taking on more
and more of their expressions as he got back to being comfortable
there, “…and I could use one or two more, if you have any mates who
might be interested. I can pay two hundred and fifty quid for a
five-day work week, more if we get overloaded and need a sixth
day.

“Wow, yes. I could really use that. I’m
in,” Deck said excitedly. “Just give me the day to rework the
schedule here and tell Mal. I can be ready to go with you
tomorrow.”

As soon as Mitch and Simon had gone, Deck
rushed back toward the kitchen. “Mal! Mal!” he called out
excitedly. Malcolm was on the phone and held up his finger
whispering, “Just a minute,” when Deck pushed through the door. By
the time he hung up the phone, Deck was up close to him.

“Mal, you’ll never believe what’s
happened. Dr. Bramson has asked me to join his dig over at
Crane’s.” Malcolm Farthing had long grown used to his younger
brother’s excitability over small things but was expecting nothing
like what he’d just heard.

“What?” he said, sounding annoyed.
Malcolm Farthing was also not one for having his surroundings
altered, especially on short notice. ‘You can’t. I won’t allow it,”
he said, tight lipped. “Your place is here at the inn. You’re
needed here.”

“But Mal, this may be my chance. If I
work well for Dr. Bramson…he might be able to get me job in
America,” Deck said, almost jumping up and down. The last statement
sent Malcolm’s thoughts swirling even more. Deck leaving the inn? Going to America? It hit
him like a sharp slap in the face and his emotions ran rampant,
shocked, hurt, angry and…afraid.

Even as a small boy, he’d always known that
Deck was a bit of a dreamer, but it’d never occurred to him that he
would ever really want to leave. He struck out at him before he’d
had time to think.

“I absolutely forbid it!” Malcolm
shouted, pointing his finger at Deck angrily. Deck’s eyes turned
from excited to hurt, like a child who’d just been told, ‘You
cannot have that puppy’.

“But, Mal, I’m a grown man. You can’t
forbid me. This could be my big chance to get out of here,” Deck
sulked quietly. The way he’d said it hurt Malcolm even more and he
flew off the handle.

“You want to leave me and Ivy, and our
home, our lives. After I’ve raised you all these years Mum and Dad
have been in Australia. It would break Ivy’s heart…and mine. I
can’t believe you want to get away from us so badly? Has it been
that horrible for you here?” he said, no longer sounding angry but
as hurt as he felt.

“No, Mal. It’s not like that at all.
This will always be my home and I love you both very much. I just
want to see the world. I can’t spend all my life never having left
the village, gone nowhere, done nothing, and this can be my chance.
If I work well for him, maybe I can get to see America,” Deck
pleaded.

Malcolm just stood there scattered into
thinking in three minds. First, what would he ever do if he didn’t
have Deck there with him? It would be like losing an arm or a leg.
He’d looked out for him all his life, even before his parents went
to Australia. He’d always been the man of the family, taking care
of Deck and Ivy, worrying about them, making sure they were
comfortable and happy. Then his second mind took over, telling him
that his first mind was being selfish and stupid. Did he really
raise Deck just to keep him close like a captive bird in a cage,
denying Deck his dreams because of his own insecurities?

His third mind, one he hadn’t expected,
pushed the other two aside. He remembered when they’d found Sean
Donnelly after wandering around in the woods for twenty-four hours,
blind and talking craziness about voices in the ruins and a
fireball in the sky. He’d thought it was nonsense when it happened,
but when he thought about it just then, it scared him. Somewhere
deep in his guts, it made him afraid for Deck.

After the few minutes it took for the battle
of his three minds to settle and sort themselves into their proper
priorities, Malcolm spoke. “Well, I guess there’s only one thing to
be done,” he said looking at Deck seriously and shaking his
head.

“What’s that, Mal?” Deck asked humbly,
fearing he might have breached the closeness they’d always shared
and not sure he wanted to know the answer.

“I guess I’ll just have to go with
you,” Mal answered, shaking his head and smiling like the
exasperated older brother he had been all his life.

“Thank you, Mal,” Deck said with a deep
sigh of relief, going over to him and engulfing the smaller man in
his big arms.

“Stop, stop,” Malcolm said pushing him
away, but in his heart wanting to hold him closer. “Don’t be too
happy yet. We still have to tell Ivy, and she’s not going to like
it. Not one bit,” he said, thinking back to the episode with Dr.
Bramson earlier that morning.

***

At eleven-thirty, Mitch and Simon met Lady
Madeline and Sandrine at the entrance to the inn, each of them
carrying a shoulder bag with whatever they thought they would need
for their first examination of the site. Lady Madeline had changed
completely from well-dressed aristocrat to rough-and-ready explorer
in fatigue shorts, hiking boots and knee socks. Sandrine had
dressed down from a proper frock into a gray sweatshirt that read
Oxford University, jeans and sneakers.

Mitch kept his hair in a ponytail and wore a
faded, oversized blue jean shirt and old faded jeans and boots.
Simon went for the hooded sweat shirt that read Columbia University
and oversized cargo pants that would be big enough to cover his
brace. When Sandrine saw Simon she grinned, pointing to the
lettering on her sweatshirt. Simon pointed to his own, smiling and
blushing; a little friendly competition.

Just as they were about to embark on the
first day of this new venture, a man’s voice called out to them,
then another. Mitch turned to find Malcolm and Deck Farthing
rushing toward them, “Dr. Bramson! Dr. Bramson!” and he
stopped.

When the two young men got close enough to
lower their voices, they stopped and stood in front of him, looking
at each other to see who would speak first. Malcolm took the lead.
“Dr. Bramson, it looks like you’ll have two Farthings on your dig,
if you don’t mind. We can start tomorrow.”

Mitch couldn’t have been more surprised. He
had expected the adventure-hungry Deck ‘Can we talk about Red
Indians’ Farthing to volunteer, but he would never have expected
the sturdy Malcolm ‘I’m the older brother Farthing’ to join the
camp, but he was very pleased to have them both, nonetheless.

“Capital!” Mitch said, sounding like
Dr. Watson from an old Sherlock Holmes mystery and shaking both
their hands to welcome them into the fold. “Seven A.M. tomorrow
morning then, unless it rains, then the next day. We’ll see you at
dinner, guys,” he said and waved as they headed out the door. The
two Farthings looked at each other, a worried look coming over
their faces at the same time, because, as it can be with close
brothers, they were thinking the same thing…Ivy!

***

The midday sunshine made the first day’s trip
to the site a pleasant one. The lushness of the English countryside
as they headed out of the village was breathtaking and after they
turned off the paved road onto the narrow unpaved Devon lanes, both
Simon and Sandrine were astonished to learn that the lanes were
only single car wide and that every time a car came in the opposite
direction, one or the other of them would have to pull into a small
side area to let the other pass.

Simon, having never once in his life been out
of New York City, felt like he’d dropped into a mid-19th century
novel about English rural life as they drove past enormous wheels
of hay idly dotting the crop fields on both sides of the lane.

He knew so very little about real life,
having lived his up until that point through television shows,
films and books. The field and farm house scenes they passed took
him back to being twelve years old again, eating stale Pop Tarts
and watching Joseph Lousey’s film ‘The Go-Between’ in the common
room of Holy Family in the middle of a night when he couldn’t sleep
because a couple of the regular school kids had been particularly
cruel to him that day.

He had been reading John Knowles’ ‘A Separate
Peace’ on a bench in the warm sunshine of the playground when the
looming of long shadows came from over his shoulder, blotting the
sun from the pages of his book; a rough nudge to his shoulder.
“Simple Simon, Simple Simon,” he heard from behind him; then
another harsher voice, “Magnet bait.”

When he didn’t react and tried to draw away,
one of the boys pushed him hard and he tumbled off the bench, his
brace getting caught in the table legs as he fell, twisting his
ankle. He’d skinned an elbow and the palm of one hand trying to
break his fall.

Covering his face with his other hand, he
didn’t see the foot come swinging at him, landing in the small of
his back so hard all he saw was blackness. He just stayed down
trying to absorb the pain until it went away and they left him
alone, calling back over their shoulders to him, “Freakazoid!” and
laughing

Back in England, he wiped his eyes as they
passed more hedgerow-lined fields, some with cows, some with more
hay rolls, the pain remembered forcing him to drift back again into
safety, eyes still open to the rolling fields in front of them,
imagining a dashing, handsome, masculine Alan Bates in a long green
MacIntosh duster like Mitch’s with matching green Wellington muck
boots, striding across the green field to meet Julie Christie,
luminous and ethereal in a wide-brimmed sun hat and flowing white
gossamer gown; gazing at each other languidly as they touched hands
in the sunlight; believing in his heart that if he looked closely
he would see them behind every farmhouse with hand painted signs
reading, ‘Fresh Devon Cream, tea served daily.’

“Earth to Simon,” Mitch called back
from the driver’s seat. His physical ears heard him, but somehow
his mind heard words from an earlier time, at a lunch table at Holy
Family. You have my word, I will never let
anyone hurt you ever again, Mitch’s voice echoed in
his memory, and he came back to the present.

“Earth to Simon! You alright back
there, bud?” Mitch called out again.

“Yes, sir…” Simon said, smiling shyly
and blushing, relieved to be back again where he was and who he was
with, safe and cared for. “…just daydreaming, I guess.”

When they finally arrived at the entrance to
what used to be the Crane Estate, they saw what was left of it and
knew that the fish company and the other purchasers meant business.
Lord Cotswold had gotten to Jack just in the nick of time.

What had once been a lavish, ancient baronial
estate lay in ruins before them. There were bull dozers everywhere
working their way through a maze of dirt mounds and the deep
gullies they left in their wake in their attempt to level the
area.

As the company of diggers turned into the
access road, they could see parcels of land on both their left and
right, divided into huge tracts by barbed wire and caution tape,
each tract bearing a different sign; ‘Johnstone Land Development
Company’, or ‘Coming Soon a New Tesco To Go’, and the largest of
all, ‘New Home of the King Neptune Fish & Seafood Company,
Ltd.’

Once past all of the signs of modern
progress, the group came upon a still wild area that they assumed
was theirs. It was fenced off, not by their own doing, but by the
fencing put up by their nearest neighbors. They continued to drive
down the access road deep into a wooded area until they came to
what looked like a small, very crude parking area, little more than
packed down weeds and mud.

It was Mitch’s idea that when the new owners
of the surrounding tracts were surveying the area, they flattened
this small area for their own trucks and brush clearing tractors.
The road stopped there for them, but they could see a narrow
footpath that led ahead from where the parking area ended.

Mitch’s first thought was for Simon. Neither
Mitch nor Lady Cotswold had any idea how far down the footpath they
would have to walk before they’d come to the ruin and he worried
about how well and how long Simon could navigate the underbrush and
the path before it got to be too much for him.

The idea of Simon falling nagged at him the
whole time he was unloading the bags from the car. Finally, he
concluded that, for the time being, it might be best for Simon if
he didn’t treat him like a cripple, so he might not feel like one.
In the end he decided that if it did get too much for Simon to
navigate, the worst that could happen would be that Mitch might
have to carry him back to the car at the end of the day and then
pay one of the dozer men to clear a path overnight to make it wide
enough to drive the car through to the site; a small price to pay
for Simon’s security.

They entered the knee-high bracken and ferns
of the path entrance; the atmosphere darkening with each step they
took as the sun was increasingly blocked out by the enormous boughs
outstretched overhead from trees hundreds of years old, if not
more. And then there was the silence, no birds, no movement,
nothing but the cool shadowy dampness of the deepening forest that
surrounded them, like a cool dark womb of nature.

Mitch kept an eye on Simon, shortening his
gait to make sure he was never more than arm’s length from Simon’s
shoulder, just in case he had to act quickly. Simon kept an eye on
his Walk-O-Meter so he could record the distance from the entrance
to the path until they reached their final destination, fifty feet,
one hundred feet, five hundred feet.

Just as his meter hit one thousand feet,
Mitch called out excitedly, “I can see it ahead, an entrance to
another clearing,” Everyone looked where he pointed, craning their
necks to get a glimpse of their quarry; an opening another two
hundred or so feet ahead of them. They could see part of a large
stone structure illuminated by long beams of light coming through
the gaps in the tree branches over head.

Like a hound dog who’d just spotted a
partridge in the brush, Mitch broke into a trot, quickly moving
ahead of the others. What he saw when he got there astonished him,
a pure, unspoiled ruin; structured in the motte-and-bailey style of
the early Middle Ages; more like a compound than the single
dwelling the aerial shots he had seen led him to believe.

Although most of what might be called outer
buildings had been reduced to little more than rubble over the
centuries, walls fallen, or knocked over, becoming almost
indefinable under centuries of moss and underbrush, the remaining
entry gate took his breath away, making his pulse quicken as he
stood there, his mouth gaping open; two once magnificent stone
towers stood before him, dwarfing him in their shadows.

Set about thirty feet apart, they had clearly
formed what was the entrance to the outer security wall, having
once had a bridge between the two, around twenty feet above ground
level to connect them.

The tower on his right was the most intact,
having lost only what he estimated to be a quarter of its height to
damage; originally giving it a height of two hundred feet, he
estimated. The tower on his left had suffered the ravages of time
more significantly, with only a half or less of it still
standing.

As he stood looking at it with childlike
fascination, it reminded him of a sandcastle just after it had been
hit by a low wave of mostly sea spray and foam. The way the rays of
light hit it threw him into a visualization of its former glory,
smoothed with a thick coating of limestone paste and painted to a
brilliant, blinding sheen with whitewash, richly colored flags
bearing the crests of its noble house adorning the outer walls,
rippling in the summer breeze.

He could almost hear the sound of horses’
hooves and the clamor of armor as its defenders passed through the
gates. He could smell the mixture of scents, horse and cattle, hay,
fire and roasting meats. Within seconds his mind had taken him
farther than it ever had before because, not only was he
visualizing it abstractly in his mind, he began to visualize
himself in it, part of that scene.

He could feel his long hair blowing in the
breeze, the weight of the armor on his body. He touched his face
and could feel the coarseness of a week’s growth of beard. He
looked down at his hands; they were rough and dirty with small
cuts. Then realized he was on a horse, waiting for the iron-bound,
spiked wooden gate to raise itself, allowing him to enter.

He looked up again and saw a gathering
of people lining up along the front of the wall, waving and
cheering for him, the women with elaborate hairstyles and veils,
colorful string drawn bodices and full, long skirts; the men in
rough cloth tunics with thick leather belts; and the gate began to
move. His chest filled with pride as he anticipated the greeting he
knew would be waiting for him beyond that gate. I’m home, he thought. A voice spoke and he was
returned.

“Wow!” Simon was staring up at it, his
mouth wide open. Lady Madeline was next to him and Sandrine next to
her.

“It’s beautiful,” Lady Madeline, said
breathlessly with her hand on her chest, staring up at the
towers.

Simon stepped back about twenty-five feet,
took out his camera and started clicking away. “Dr. Bramson,” he
said, “Stand by the big tower so I can get a shot. Lady Cotswold,
you can be next, then all of you, please.”

Mitch did as he was asked, as did Lady
Madeline and Sandrine, all of them more than happy to be pictured
with their discovery. Then Simon took out his camcorder. This was
an event to be captured as they walked between the two towers into
the main area.

“What about you?” Sandrine asked Simon.
He just shrugged and blushed.

“I’m not much for having my picture
taken,” he said shyly.

“Nonsense. You’re as much a part of
this as any of us, Dr. Holly,” Mitch said looking him straight in
the eye, taking the camcorder from him and backtracking to get a
shot of Simon; but waiting until he was almost under the towers
before he began shooting so Simon wouldn’t have to watch himself
limp in later viewings.

When he was done, Mitch walked over to him.
“And it’s your entry into the real world of what we do. Be proud of
yourself, my Simon. I am, and Jack would be, too. You’ve earned
it,” Mitch said quietly, smiling at Simon as he handed him back his
camcorder and giving him a good squeeze on the shoulder.

The area inside the tower entrance was about
five hundred square feet, an entry courtyard; the remains of the
main structure behind it. The perimeter being laid out by the
foundation stones ranging from five feet high to barely visible
beneath the various heights of grass. Mitch counted at least ten
distinct rooms carved out of the interior, also with their
remaining walls ranging from nearly three feet to almost
indistinguishable from the ground around them.

As they each surveyed the area in their own
ways, they seemed to gravitate and wander in separate directions.
Simon and Sandrine seemed to like looking up, Lady Madeline looking
down and Mitch, as was his way, scanning around for a panoramic
view.

Suddenly, there was a loud thud and an
UUUmmmpphhh mixed with the sound of rustling grass. Mitch, Lady
Madeline and Sandrine all looked toward the sound and saw Simon on
the ground, face down. Mitch ran to him. “Simon, are you alright?”
he shouted, helping him back up to his feet.

“Yes, sir,” Simon replied sounding like
he’d just had the wind knocked out of him.

Mitch started dusting him off quickly, like a
parent who’d just picked his kid up off the playground after he’d
fallen off the monkey bars. “What happened?”

“I just tripped over something. That’s
all,” Simon said quietly, an almost ‘Aww, Dad, I can do it myself’
inflection in his voice, but inside not really sorry for the
attention. He could never be sorry for that.

Lady Madeline’s voice came from behind them.
“I think this might be the culprit,” she said, a regular Miss
Marple, pointing down to the area not far from Simon’s feet. Mitch
looked down closely. It looked to him like a granite block ninety
percent buried under the ground with the remaining ten percent
obscured by weeds.

It was a completely different kind of block
from the rest of the structure. He pulled out a few clumps of the
grass and weeds surrounding it exposing a few more inches of its
surface. Lady Madeline got down on her knees to get a closer look.
“Definitely man-made and geometric,” she said in a professional
sounding pronouncement, looking up at Mitch, then produced a small
spade from her bag and began digging gingerly around the block.
“It’s carved,” she said as she removed a few inches of dirt. By
then Mitch was down on his knees next to her.

“Whatever it is, the carving is
stylized, not written. It’s a statue of some sort,” Mitch said and
looked up to Simon. “My boy, you are a natural born divining rod,”
and he laughed. Simon just shrugged, blushing.

“If you say so, Dr. Bramson,” he said
and smiled bashfully.

“Well, don’t just stand there. This is
your first discovery. Get down here and dig it,” Mitch said, waving
him down. A few seconds later, Simon was on his hands and knees
next to Mitch and Lady Cotswold pulling dirt away from the object.
Sandrine took Simon’s camcorder and called out to them to get their
attention.

“Say cheese,” she said laughingly, and
hit the button as soon as they all looked up, each of them covered
in earth up to their elbows; Simon with some on his
nose.

An half an hour later they had uncovered
about a three square foot patch of dirt about a foot deep,
revealing what appeared to be the top of some sort of statue. From
the angle it laid, they all agreed that whatever kind of statue it
was, the position indicated that it had been tipped over and was
resting at a thirty degree angle.

By then, both Mitch and Lady Madeline agreed
that the carving was not only Celtic in style but also very, very
old. Lady Cotswold put it at about six to seven hundred years,
Mitch thought it was older, over a thousand years old and, ‘Not for
nothing’, to use an old New York phrase; this was his area of
expertise.”

Once they gauged the approximate size of the
thing, they could then approximate that when it was set upright,
the floor of the building was probably not much deeper than what
they’d uncovered. They stopped there, agreeing that it was best to
have the proper equipment with them, and lengths of rope, before
going any further.

The next plan was for Sandrine and Mitch to
go on a walking expedition in opposite directions to see if there
were any outlying structures or edifices beyond what were once the
walls of the courtyard around a larger main building, while Lady
Cotswold and Simon stayed in the clearer area to measure the
statue, record it with the camcorder and take still photos to plot
out their future plan of approach.

As they headed in opposite directions Mitch
and Sandrine each checked their watches and agreed to return to the
main site in no more than an half an hour. Mitch went west;
Sandrine east.

Sandrine, although her upbringing wouldn’t
allow her to exhibit too much emotion in public, was privately as
thrilled as she’d ever been. It was her first real field work, too,
and she planned on making the most of it, so she set out with her
mind geared not to come back until she had something to show for
it.

As she walked through the woods, she couldn’t
help but think how incredibly beautiful nature was, the trees, the
ferns, the small brook she had to jump over to continue on, all of
it seemed so unspoiled, so unreal, primordial. But she found
nothing. The land was flat with no sign of any remains of building
activity. She supposed that maybe with a thorough raking, she might
turn up some small artifacts, but not the extraordinary find she
was hoping for.

After a while, she started to get warm and
tired from the strong sun rays that seemed to dance before her
eyes, indiscriminately washing over her through the gaps in the
branches as she walked, creating a light show that reminded her of
a program she once saw at a planetarium, hypnotizing.

She saw the remains of a large log from an
old fallen tree, long decayed, and decided to sit on it and rest
for a while, not noticing the small white patch of skull bone
exposed through the moss growing out of the end of the log by her
hand, or the small, stained foot bones coming out of the other end
of the log, mixing with the twigs of the long dead tree.

She felt so comfortably warm and free she
took off her shoes and sweatshirt, leaving only her tee shirt on to
get some sun on her neck and arms. She just wanted to sit for a
while and rest there in the coolness of the surrounding trees with
just the long wands of sun to warm her.

It made her sleepy, the lids of her eyes
beginning to close slowly. When she couldn’t keep them open any
longer, she laid back against the standing tree behind the log
where she sat, closed her eyes and started to drift off, lulled by
the warmth of the sun overlaid by the coolness of the light
breeze.

“Sandrine…Bienvenue, Sandrine. Comment
ça va?” a soft, smooth voice whispered to her as she laid dozing,
lost somewhere between consciousness and sleep.

“Tres bien,” Sandrine murmured, licking
her lips as her head lolled to one side, comforted further by
speaking in her own language. Her hands went to the front of her
tee shirt, pulling it out of her jeans.

“Tu es tres belle,” the voice whispered
as she pulled the rest of her tee shirt up and started caressing
her breasts.

“Ummmmmercie,” she thanked the voice,
letting one hand slide down to the button at the top of her jeans,
undoing it. Once undone, she felt a pair of invisible hands gently
tug at the waist of her jeans, slowly pulling them down, exposing
her delicate pink lace panties. She reached her hand down into them
and felt herself.

“Tres bon, Sandrine,” the voice
whispered in her ear as she touched the soft mound she found
beneath the pink lace.

Suddenly, there was the sharp sound of a
branch snapping, and another sound, a dull thud like something
heavy hitting a tree followed by another voice, not far way,
drawing her out of her trance-like sleep.

“Ouch! Damn!” Simon whined loudly, then
called out, “Sandrine, are you there?” Sandrine jumped up not
realizing that she was naked from her neck to her knees until she
felt her breasts bounce freely against each other; her tee shirt
gathered around her neck.

Overcome by a rush of embarrassment at being
caught that way, she kept quiet, working nervously until she had
pulled her jeans back up and had tucked her tee shirt back in
before anyone could see her.

“I’m over here, Simon,” she called out,
frantically searching her mind for how her shirt could have come
off without her knowing it. By the time he could see her, she’d
already managed to get her sweatshirt back on and at least give the
appearance of calm.

“Whew,” Simon said when he saw her, a
look of relief washing over his face. “Boy am I glad to see you.
When you didn’t come back, Dr. Bramson and Lady Cotswold got
worried, so I volunteered to come and look for you. They want to
leave so we’ll have enough time to get ready for
dinner.”

Sandrine put on a quick smile, said, “Thank
you, Simon. It was very kind of you to think of me. I sat down for
a moment and just…fell asleep,” and began to follow him back to the
others. But her mind, still hazy from her strange nap, was taken
somewhere else completely.

As she watched Simon move awkwardly through
the brush a few feet ahead, she was suddenly struck by an image out
of her childhood, from a story book. His beautiful black curls, a
lacey crown around his head, his face unspoiled, virginal in its
innocence, creating the impression of secret sensuality hidden
behind those accepting blue eyes. His limping movement made her
think of the gait of a pony. He was like a mythological creature
from an ancient Greek forest, half boy, half stag; a youthful Pan
without his flute, and she felt her loins and nipples stir
again.

“Au Revoir, Sandrine. A bientot,” a
laughing breeze whispered as it passed her ear. She turned quickly
to look back over her shoulder, felt a chill crawl up her spine
like a creeping shadow, and hurried to catch up.

When they got back to the main site, Mitch
and Lady Madeline were pacing, waiting impatiently, worried that
Sandrine had gotten lost, and Simon had gotten hurt trying to find
her. Mitch wanted to go look for her himself but then Simon
volunteered. Mitch had hesitated, thinking about Simon’s leg and
was just about to say that it was probably best if he went when
Lady Madeline touched his arm and said to him quietly, “You must
allow the boy to find his way,” so Mitch swallowed his words and
let him go.

When they saw the young pair come through the
break in the trees, both Mitch and Lady Madeline were much
relieved. Mitch saw the large, ragged tear in Simon’s pants just
below the knee of his bad leg, spotted with blood. He rushed over
to the boy. “Simon, what happened? Are you alright?” he said and
took him by the arm to a nearby ruin wall about three feet high and
sat him down. Simon looked at him, confused.

“Huh”?

Mitch went straight to work, kneeling down to
pull up his pant leg and get a look at the damage. Lady Madeline
was behind him with her bag. There was a jagged gash in Simon’s
shin, not very deep but about two inches long making it look worse
than it was.

“It’s nothing, Dr. Bramson. I just
smacked my leg against a tree. I didn’t even know it was bleeding,”
Simon said. Mitch looked to Lady Madeline for what to
do.

Having realized from the moment she saw
Simon’s brace the special bond Mitch had with the boy, Lady
Madeline took over and pulled a small first aid kit she always kept
in her shoulder bag for occasions just like this. She had learned
long ago never to go anywhere without it, and depending on her
destination, it often included snake bite kits, salt tablets,
antibiotic ointments and anything else she might need to ward off
small tragedies.

“Let me…” she said and got down on her
knees next to Mitch. “It’ll be fine,” she said to him firmly, but
she could see in his eyes the guilt he was feeling for not having
gone himself. Leaning into him she whispered, “Every boy gets a
scraped knee, Mitchell. Didn’t you?”

“Yes, but…” Mitch said. She cut him
off.

“Every boy gets a scraped knee,” she
whispered again, then took out sanitary wipes and started to clean
the wound. Mitch backed off. Simon flinched at the cold, stinging
touch of the wipe.

Lady Madeline looked to Sandrine who got the
message without words and sat next to Simon and took his hand.
Mitch just stood there with his hands on his hips feeling
helpless.

After Simon’s wound was cleaned, Lady
Madeline called Mitch back to show him her handiwork. “See it’s
just a small cut,” she said as she applied a layer of antibiotic
ointment to keep out infection and help it heal. When Mitch saw
that after the blood was gone, it really was only a small cut, he
sighed with relief.

Having succeeded in handling the situation,
Lady Madeline covered the cut with a gauze bandage and adhesive
tape and pulled Simon’s pant leg back down. “There, now. He’ll be
right as rain in no time,” she said giving Mitch a self-satisfied
smile, then turned to Simon, “Won’t you now?”

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll be fine. Thank you,”
Simon said shyly and blushed.

***

When they got back to the inn there was no
sign of Malcolm or Deck. Jed was at the podium studiously writing
in the reservation book.

“Good evening, Jed." Mitch said. The
young man looked up and smiled.

“Good evening to you too, Doctor,” Jed
replied then looked around at the rest of the group. “I see you’ve
brought guests for dinner. Looks like you’ve all had a jolly time
making mud pies.”

It hadn’t occurred to Mitch until that moment
that Jed might not have met Lady Madeline or Sandrine when they
arrived and, on top of that, they were all covered in dirt. Not
skipping a beat he made the proper introductions. “Jed Farthing,
this is Lady Madeline Cotswold. She’s part of our party staying in
the cottage.

Then it dawned on Jed. “Yes, Lady Cotswold. I
was aware that you were staying with us. My apologies for not
having met you sooner,” Jed said taking her hand and bowing
slightly.

“And this is her assistant, Miss
Boucher.” Sandrine stepped forward to take Jed’s hand.

The minute Jed and Sandrine’s eyes met, Lady
Madeline and Mitch looked at each other. Both of them had seen it.
Mitch cleared his throat, “Uhum!” snapping Jed back to reality as
Sandrine stepped back to stand next to Simon.

“So, Dr. Bramson, I can put you down
for four to dine tonight?” he asked Mitch politely, a shine in his
eyes. Mitch just smiled to himself and rolled his eyes
thinking, Not my first time at the rodeo,
boy.

“Yes, do you think we could have an
early seating, maybe in about forty-five minutes or an hour. As you
can see, we’ve been out digging and could use a good clean up
first,” Mitch said with a knowing smirk.

“Not a problem, Doctor. I’ll take care
of everything,” Jed said, having trouble keeping his eyes from
wandering past Mitch and Lady Madeline to the girl behind them and
so painfully obvious to Mitch and Lady Madeline that he was going
out of his way to deepen his voice and straighten his
posture.

When they came down to dinner an hour later
Jed was waiting for them in a crisp fresh black shirt and black
jeans. His dark hair had been freshly redone as well. “Good
evening, Doctor, your Ladyship…” He smiled at Simon and made a
small bow. “Good evening to you, Simon…and to you, Miss Boucher,”
he said giving her a small bow as well. “I have your booth ready
for you over here. I thought you might like a bit more privacy than
you would have at a table,” he said to Mitch as he led them to the
booth in the farthest corner.

“Thanks, Jed. That’ll be perfect,”
Mitch said following him across the room and making a subtle but
thorough scan of the room to see who else might be in attendance.
He couldn’t help but immediately notice the long, wavy red hair
with gold highlights behind the bar.

Simon slid into the booth first and Lady
Cotswold entered from the other side, then Mitch after Simon. “If I
may say so, Miss Boucher, you look lovely tonight,” Jed said to
Sandrine as he took her hand to help her slide into the booth next
to Lady Madeline.

“Thank you, Mr. Farthing,” she said,
smiling with natural coquettishness as she allowed him to help her
into the booth. All settled, Jed went over to the podium and came
back with four menus bound in old leather. “I’ll come back in a few
moments, after you’ve had a chance to look things over,” he said
and bowed slightly again before walking away.

“He’s a very handsome young man,
beautiful eyes. Long lashes on a man have always caught my
attention,” Lady Madeline said as nonchalantly as if she was
commenting on the weather, but inside breathing a sigh of relief.
In the four years that Sandrine had been with her, she’d never once
shown any interest outside of the manor or her work, and Lady
Madeline was beginning to wonder if maybe she didn’t like boys. Not
that it would have made any difference to her.

“Yes, he is, Lady Madeline, and he
does,” Sandrine said, smiling to herself.

“Just make sure he’s of the right sort
before you encourage him, dear. Find out who his people are. He’s
obviously Australian, but it’s important to find out what they do
there.”

Trying to remove himself from the girl talk
going on at the table, Mitch opened up his menu to peruse the
offered fare. Deciding the best way of handling it was the same way
he did in London, Mitch decided on steak and mushroom pie for
himself and chicken and ham pie for Simon with green side salads
for both of them along with the extra plates so they could share.
Ears still attuned, he heard Lady Madeline say quietly to Sandrine,
“And you absolutely must not sleep with him until we’ve finished
the dig.” It was Sandrine’s turn to blush then. Mitch jumped in,
trying to come to poor Sandrine’s rescue.

“Uh, we’re here, too, ladies,” he said,
feeling his ego a little pinched at being completely
ignored.

“Yes, yes, Mitchell. You teach your boy
in your way and I’ll teach my girl in mine. I’m sure you’ve
discovered somewhere in your life that boys and girls are different
and need to approach life differently,” Lady Madeline said with a
secret smile as she continued to survey the menu.

Just then Jed came back to the table with a
clean white apron tied snuggly around his waist.

“Can I take your drink order now?” he
said smiling a big, white boyish smile. Mitch knew then that he’d
somehow arranged to switch with one of the waitresses to take care
of them himself. Very clever,
Mitch thought to himself and looked at Lady Madeline. The
notion wasn’t lost on her either.

“I’ll have a merlot,” Lady Madeline
said and looked to Sandrine to order next.

“I’ll have the same, please,” she said,
mildly embarrassed at knowing exactly what Lady Madeline and the
men were thinking.

“A pint of Butcomb for me please, Jed,”
Mitch said and looked to Simon.

“I’ll have the same, please,” Simon
said sounding unsure. Mitch winked at him, nodding his
approval.

“I’ll be back in a moment with your
drinks and to take your dinner order,” Jed said smiling widely
again and bowing as he backed away. Man!
This guy has got it bad, Mitch thought to himself, and
gave Lady Madeline a sly wink to silently say that he thought the
boy was probably alright, but all the while never letting himself
forget that the redhead at the bar was most decidedly not alright,
because as he looked around the room every few seconds, he noticed
that she never once looked in their direction, less than twenty
feet away.

After more bowing and smiling in what Mitch
guessed to be a youthful mating dance, they finished dinner. He was
tired from not having slept well the night before, so after his
third beer he decided to retire to his room to do some preliminary
sketches and diagrams of the site to send back to Jack. Lady
Madeline agreed with him saying she wanted to do the same to send
to Lord Cotswold. In the end they decided that they would both do
theirs from her room so they could work together and be on the same
page, as it were. That left Simon and Sandrine to fend for
themselves.

At Lady Madeline’s suggestion, it was agreed
that, being the young people that they were, they might stay out
and enjoy the evening in the pub. It made Simon a little nervous,
but picking up on it, Mitch heard Lady Madeline lean into him and
say, “Sandrine is a very smart, good girl, and good company. Make
friends with her. It’s always good to make friends in the
business.”

Simon looked to Mitch for what to do and felt
better when he saw Mitch give him a confident nod.

Mitch and Lady Madeline then headed back to
the cottage and Simon and Sandrine headed to the bar. As soon as
Simon saw that there were two seats open at the very end, he went
over and got them. If he had to be among strangers, he preferred it
to be someplace where he could keep his back to the wall. It made
him feel better, safer, knowing that no one could come up and hurt
him from behind.

It surprised no one that when it came time to
order their drinks, Jed was behind the bar and Ivy had gone out to
work the floor, giving Jed and Sandrine some time to make eyes at
each other when he wasn’t rushing back and forth between customers.
The interim gave Simon and Sandrine time to get to know each other
as well. Two beers later, Simon began to feel more comfortable in
his surroundings.

The beer he was drinking didn’t seem to be as
strong as the beer he’d had in London and he’d actually come to
like the taste, so when Jed was there flirting with Sandrine, he
took the opportunity to relax and survey the room, which by then
had filled with locals who’d come in for their after-dinner drinks.
Three people in particular caught his eye. The first was a man
about Mitch’s age or a little older with a dog and a white cane,
leaning against the bar smoking a cigar. The next was a tall,
black-haired woman wearing a white, open-collared blouse with a
thick choker made of strands of jet black beads, a black leather
skirt and spiky-heeled black leather boots that came up to her
knees. Over in the corner he saw a little old man in tattered and
frayed old clothes wearing a worn knit cap.

The old man was staring at him, making him
feel uncomfortable. He averted his eyes and gave his attention to
Jed who was waiting to see if he wanted another beer. “Yes,
please,” Simon said, beginning to feel like he could drink that
beer all night and still not get drunk.

After Jed brought his fresh beer, Sandrine
turned to him and told him that she needed to visit the lady’s room
and asked if he would be alright until she came back. By then, it
seemed it wasn’t only Mitch but also Lady Cotswold and Sandrine
who’d developed a fond proprietary interest in him. He liked them,
too.

Simon said he would be okay until she got
back and went about gazing around the room. When his eyes got to
the corner of the room again, he noticed that the old man was gone.
Relieved, he took a sip of his beer and turned to look over towards
where the younger men were playing darts against the far wall on
the other side of the room. There he was, the old man, standing
next to him.

Before Simon could move or look away, the old
man waved his hand in front of Simon’s face while at the same time
waving his other hand over Simon’s beer. Simon froze. The old man
pointed to the beer in Simon’s hand. Simon’s hand began to move,
involuntarily following the movement of the old man’s finger as it
pointed to his mouth. Simon raised the glass and drank. He had no
choice.

The old man spoke to him, his lips
moving to form words in a language Simon couldn’t understand, but
in his mind seeming to hear it in modern English.
“Thou art the boy called Holly. Are thee
not?” the old man asked. Simon nodded.
“Thou hast spilled thy blood this day. Hast ye
not?” Simon nodded again.

Without warning, the old man waved his hand
in front of Simon’s face again. Simon blinked and when he opened
his eyes again the old man was gone. When he came back to himself,
he looked around the bar, then over to the corner where he first
saw the old man. There he was, sitting in the corner drinking his
beer, looking out the window in front of him.

Simon looked around for Sandrine. Instead he
saw the tall black-haired woman with the black beads. She was
smiling at him and nodding. The next thing he knew Sandrine was
beside him again and Jed was asking him if he wanted another
beer.

“What does Dr. Bramson drink when he’s
down here?” Simon asked Jed.

“He’s been having brandy with his
beer,” Jed said, smiling at Simon, then looked gooey-eyed at
Sandrine.

“I’ll have one of those, please,” Simon
said, wiping his damp forehead with his shirt sleeve.

***

After Mitch had finished working with Lady
Cotswold on the diagrams and sketches, he went back to his room.
He’d no sooner closed the door and taken off his boots when he
heard a knock at the door. Thinking it was Simon, he opened it,
surprised to see that it wasn’t Simon at all, but the blind man
with the dog, Sean Donnelly.

“Dr. Bramson, may I come in?” he said,
staring straight ahead.

Mitch moved aside. “Yes, of course, Sean.
Please come in,” he said hesitantly.

Sean Donnelly walked through the door,
feeling his way around with his white cane; Yale flowing closely at
his heel.

“I’m sorry to bother you like this,
Doctor,” he said as Mitch closed the door behind them. “…but I
wanted to speak to you privately, to apologize for my behavior last
night.”

“There’s nothing to apologize for Sean.
You were tipsy. I was more than tipsy. We were both drunk. No harm,
no foul,” Mitch said good-naturedly.

But there is. I shouldn’t have burdened a
stranger with my problems,” Sean said, hanging his head, real
remorse in his voice. “I must have sounded like a madman.”

“We all go a little mad sometimes,”
Mitch said, trying to ease Sean’s discomfort. Losing his sight so young with so much to look forward to must
have been tough to take, even for a cop. “Please sit
down.”

Sean felt around with his cane, found the
nearest chair and sat, Yale immediately lay down in front of him,
and Sean started to rub his hand over his mouth nervously. Mitch
sat down on the bed. He could tell that the man wanted to say
something to him, but couldn’t seem to find the words.

“What can I do for you, Sean?” Mitch
said patiently, breaking the ice in the best way he knew how. Sean
rubbed his hand over his mouth again then spoke.

“Take me with you,” he blurted out. “I
know I’m blind and can’t be of any help to you in that way, but I’m
strong and I can lift and carry. There are things I can still do,
and…I need this, Dr. Bramson.”

Dumbfounded, Mitch didn’t know what to say
and he fumbled. “I don’t know, Sean. That’s probably not the best
idea after all you’ve been though.”

“Please, Dr. Bramson. I need to go
back, to find out if I really am mad. Please take me with you,”
Donnelly begged then broke down, sobbing into his hands. “I can’t
go on this way, not knowing.”

Mitch stood and went over to the table by the
window, poured a glass of water from the pitcher and took it over
to the distraught man, putting his hand on Sean’s heaving back.

“Here, drink this,” he said, struggling
to think what else he could do for Sean.

Sean took the glass and drank, wiping his
eyes on his sleeve and taking a deep breath. “I’m sorry,” Sean
said, having gotten control of himself again for the moment.

Mitch didn’t know what to do. Sean
didn’t fit the lunatic persona, and everyone downstairs treated him
with a great deal of respect and sympathy. He got no sense from
them that they were simply humoring Sean. Then he heard his little
voice, the one that sounded like his mother in the back of his
mind, You cannot let him suffer,
it said. He thought maybe if he could find something for Sean
to do, even if it wasn’t much, it might be enough to help him make
peace with what had happened to him.

Maybe going back to the scene of the
crime, as it were, would help if he didn’t go alone. It would mean
yet another responsibility for Mitch, responsibility for another
man’s sanity, but he caved. “I’ll see what I can do, Sean. We
haven’t even started yet. Give me a few days to see exactly what
needs to be done. I’m sure there’ll be something for you to do.
Just let me figure it all out first,” Mitch said with his hand on
the man’s shoulder, looking up in the air, taking a deep breath,
and thinking, Fuck, I could really use a
drink right now.

“Thank you, Dr. Bramson,” Sean said
gratefully as he stood up.

“Okay, now why don’t we go downstairs
and I’ll buy you a beer this time,” Mitch said, walking him to the
door. “We’ll work it out somehow.”

***

A few doors down, Lady Madeline changed into
her nightgown and sat at her dressing table to begin her
pre-bedtime regimen; make-up removal, wrinkle cream, moisturizer.
Looking at her reflection the mirror, she couldn’t help but
remember what it was like when men looked at her the way that nice
young Australian looked at Sandrine. It made her feel…old, less
valued, like a dress from a bygone era long gone out of style.

She missed Neville terribly. Whenever she was
with him, she forgot that she wasn’t young and vital anymore
because she knew, in his eyes, she would always be the young and
pretty redhead he met at the museum all those long years ago, so it
didn’t matter what the rest of the world saw.

As she sat there, lost in her thoughts,
wiping the excess cream from her face, she heard a rustle over by
the windows and looked over; noticing the bottoms of the curtains
billowing, as if a draft was coming through. But it couldn’t be.
She’d closed the windows tight, and the night was still. No matter,
she thought and turned back to her unadorned face in the mirror,
her hair pulled back and pinned, revealing the slightest outgrowth
of new gray hair reminding her that she would need a new coloring
soon.

The curtains rustled again. This time she
felt the warm breeze on her ankles and looked over, the curtains
were still. When she looked back into the mirror she thought she
saw a shadow move somewhere behind her, from over in the corner by
the curtains. Her eyes darted to follow it. Nothing.

She looked back into the mirror and froze.
The shadows were standing behind her, three figures, shrouded in
robes covering their heads and faces, translucent but somehow
solid. Men. She could see the powerful build of their upper bodies
rippling through the thin gauzy shrouds, and something that looked
like bowed arches behind their shoulders, shrouded; reminding her
of a rolling hillside.

Terrified, she tried to move, to scream, but
she couldn’t; she was paralyzed. Only her eyes could move. The
central figure and largest of the three leaned in, putting his head
next to her ear; his scarred hand poised to whisper in her ear. She
looked in his eyes. The irises weren’t solid but white clouds
rolling through blue skies. Only the pupils gave any indication of
life or intelligence. She heard his voice, whispering in a language
she didn’t recognize but the sounds, the sounds told her it was a
long dead language not spoken for possibly thousands of years, yet
somehow she understood.

“We have need of thee,
daughter of Eve.”

Lady Madeline then realized that she could
move again. She reached down into her sewing bag at the side of the
dressing table, never taking her eyes off of the strangers behind
her. She knew the feel of her needlepoint hoop the minute she
touched it and pulled it out, placing it in front of her on the
dressing table. Set with new cloth, she had not yet begun a
pattern.

“Sew,” she
heard him say and she reached down again, coming back up with her
needle set and thread pouch. He whispered three words in her ear
and she began to sew. After the first letter was completed, she
asked him with her mind, “What?
Why?”

“Thou wilst know hence,
daughter of Eve. When the time is nigh.”

The central figure stepped back and the
other two at his side stepped forward. “Thou hast done well, daughter of Eve, and for thine aid we
shall reward thee, both now and hence,” the figure to
her mirror-reflected right whispered in her ear as he raised his
hand, also scarred, to touch the mirror-reflected right side of her
face. At the same time the figure to her left reached over and
placed his scarred hand on the other side of her face. They stroked
it gently, forehead, eyes, mouth and throat. She closed her eyes at
their touch, thinking how loving and soothing it felt.

When Lady Madeline opened her eyes
again she felt oddly refreshed, looking into the mirror, a tissue
in her hand damp with the moisturizer. As she looked at her
reflection she couldn’t help but remark to herself that she must
remember to get more of that brand of cream. The crow’s feet at the
corners of her eyes were gone, and the little laugh lines around
her mouth, the lines of age in her lips, and the pouch under her
chin. All gone.

Feeling oddly relaxed and content, she got up
from the dressing table to go to bed. Something fell from her lap
and hit the floor. She picked it up. It was her needlepoint hoop
with her new project already started, only a few letters in a new
style for her, almost like a primary school lesson, “Snvi . .”

***

When they got downstairs, Mitch was
immediately reminded of his other charge. There was Simon at the
end of the bar with Sandrine. He walked over with Sean. Jed was
there waiting for him. “Drinks, Dr. Bramson?”

“You said it, Jed, old man, and plenty
of them; a round for all my friends here, and one for yourself,
too. Just make mine a double.” Jed shifted his eyes toward Simon
who was practically sliding off of his chair. Mitch picked up on it
instantly.

“So, Simon, how are we tonight?” Mitch
asked him with a good ol’ boy slap on the back while he
nonchalantly gave Simon’s chair a good shove against the wall for
him to lean on. Sandrine giggled loudly. They were both drunk as
skunks. Simon looked up at him, his eyes floating in his
head.

Jed leaned over and whispered to Mitch, his
eyes serious with concern. “He wanted to know what you drank, so I
gave him some. He’s had about four shots. Should I not have done
that, sir?” he asked.

“Nah, it’ll be alight. He’s just a
beginner. I’m here now. I’ll take care of him.”

Simon tried to speak, his lips starting to
move, but no words came out, the sound followed later in the “I
jus’ want to tell you…” voice he’d had in London. “Boooyyy, aaam
aye everrrr gggglad to ssseeee yooouu, sirrrrr,” Simon slurred.
Mitch looked back to Jed and comically crossed his eyes.

“Uh, make mine a triple, and back Sean
here up for the night, and put it all on my tab. You have another
one for yourself too, on me, for taking such good care of all of my
children,” Mitch said and laughed out loud thinking,
So much for birth control and not
wanting any responsibility as he watched Sandrine about to slide
off her chair with a case of the giggles; grabbing her by the arm
just in time.

By the time the night was ready to wind down,
Mitch had had share, too. Simon was practically in a stupor, Sean
was singing Irish ditties about unrequited love for some “lassie o’
me heart” and Sandrine couldn’t stand up without holding onto the
bar for support. They’d all overdone it. The excitement of a new
place, visiting the site for the first time, the romance of
discovery, or in Sandrine’s case, the romance of romance, all made
them feel like they were living outside of themselves. Almost like
they were players in some cosmic Camusian ensemble piece written by
God or fate, pre-destiny or karma, with no one knowing how it would
play out except its creator. Everyone involved having no choice but
to play their parts to the fullest.

Mitch, having the most experience, took Simon
in hand, but he would need help with Sandrine. Being the man he
was, there was no way he was going to trust an amorous young man to
help make sure Sandrine got to her room unmolested. A good guy like
Jed, was still, after all was said and done, a man, so he did the
next thing that came to his mind. He asked Jed to call Fi to see if
she could help take Sandrine back.

“I’m sorry, sir, but tonight is Fi’s
night off.” Then his eyes got the look of a man with an idea. He
called out in the direction of the kitchen, “Ivy!”

Ivy Farthing came out of the kitchen, her
eyes flying into anger as she witnessed the bacchanal that had
become the bar at her pub. When she saw Mitch they turned hot, like
glowing blue-gray embers, white hot. She walked up to Jed. “What is
going on here?” she asked through her teeth.

Jed smiled sheepishly, knowing his cousin
well enough to know that if he gave the wrong answer, she might
take it into her mind to grab her peacemaker club from under the
bar and give him a good one for letting it happen. “Dr. Bramson was
just wondering if you might help take Miss Boucher to her room.
They’ve all had a few drinks,” he said, backing away from her
slowly.

She turned her ire towards Mitch, but didn’t
say anything. She just stomped around the bar and took Sandrine
solicitously by the arm like she’d been a woman wronged and started
walking her towards the back of the inn. Mitch followed,
practically holding Simon up from around his waist, bidding good
night to Sean and drunkenly reiterating his promise to him from
earlier in the evening. “We’ll work something out,” he called back
as he half dragged Simon toward the back of the inn.

By the time they’d gotten to the cottage, Ivy
Farthing had disappeared, apparently depositing Sandrine safely in
her room. Mitch took Simon to his and let him fall slowly down on
the bed then sat down beside him. He looked over at the sleeping
boy, passed out. Out of the back of his mind, Simon’s London “I
jus’ wan’ to tell yooouuu…” speech rushed back to him. Suddenly
awash with emotion, he touched the boy’s head gently and whispered,
“I will always take care of you, Simon,” then got up and went to
the door leaving the sleeping boy with a somewhat slurred, “Good
night, sweet prince,” before closing the door and finding himself
back out in the hall.

When he turned, she was waiting for him; her
eyes glaring at him like cobalt coals stoked with fury, her hands
on her hips in a stance that told him that she was ready for a
fight.

“What exactly do you think you’re
doing?” she said to him, the decibel level of her voice rising with
each word. He didn’t know what to say, so he said nothing. “What
kind of a man are you? A grown man encouraging those…children to
act that way? You come here, flashing your money around, tempting
my brothers into abandoning their responsibilities here to go off
with you on some lark of yours. I want you to remember something,
Doctor Bramson. Once you’ve gone and taken your American money with
you along with whatever it is you came here to steal, they’ll be
left behind, damaged in the wake of your selfishness, so let me
make something perfectly clear to you. I may have to be civil to
you for my brothers’ sake and for the sake of the business because
it’s their life and they love it, but don’t you think that I can’t
see through you. You’re a selfish spoiler, you and all your kind. I
don’t like your being here. I don’t like the way you encourage
others to behave like you do in my establishment, and quite
frankly, Dr. Bramson, I don’t like you,” she spewed, shouting her
last comment.

Blown away by the sheer force her tirade,
like a scalding desert wind, a sirocco, not to mention the
substance of what she was saying, Mitch backed up until he was flat
against the wall, raising his hands up in mock surrender until
she’d stomped off down the hall, waiting until he heard the door
slam behind her to make sure she was gone before he went the few
steps back to his own room.

Fuck she’s beautiful,
he thought. And more beautiful the
angrier she gets, as he sat on the bed fumbling to get
his boots off. A fucking knock out of a
fire breathing, red headed dragon with a temper straight from hell.
Just what I needed. Just shoot me now! he slurred to
himself as he fell over on the bed, pulling the quilt around him;
the bed spinning beneath him in the darkness.

***

After she left the cottage that night, Ivy
Farthing ran to her room, slammed the door behind her, threw
herself on her bed and cried. She hadn’t always hated men, or she
didn’t think so…and not all men.

Since she was about thirteen, Ivy had always
known that she was different from other girls her age. She didn’t
dream of any Prince Charming coming and sweeping her off her feet
as she swooned in his arms. She’d been raised with two brothers,
and felt like one of them, only deep down, she knew she wasn’t and
it made her angry.

Even before that she’d resented the different
way her father loved her brothers from the way he loved her. Oh,
she knew it wasn’t his fault, she was always Daddy’s little girl
and he’d always treated her special, but she never wanted that. She
wanted him to love her the same way he loved the boys.

She also knew she wasn’t a lesbian. She
enjoyed sex with men way too much to even consider that. It was
just that the boys she chose to date and become involved with were
always the ones who let her feel that she was in control, and it
was that power over them, and their relationships, that gave her
the next best feeling to being one of them.

When she held all the cards she felt
satisfied and complete. Even when she was in bed with them, she
always felt more comfortable, more equal, and even more…powerful
when she was on top. Then when she got the feeling that they were
“letting” her have her way, rather than her taking it as her
original right, she dumped them, flat, and moved on. It’s what
drove her. It’s what made her feel like a woman; not some mealy
mouthed, simpering, prissy sort of woman, but a woman who was their
match, and then some.

More often than not, in the end, she felt
that she intimidated them, scared them even. But that wasn’t her
problem. They could either give her what she needed or be on their
bikes. But now at thirty-two years old, she had to admit to herself
that, because she was who she was and lived in the world that she
did, she’d never be happy like other women, and that made her
beyond angry; it made her…unlivable, bitter, and increasingly more
bitter since she’d come back to Devon from London.

London had been her last hope. London was a
cosmopolitan city of modern people, or so she thought.
Cosmopolitan, yes, but also full of men bent on their own
satisfaction, and much to her disgust, filled with rich American
men, drunk with a sense of their own global power trying to make
her their plaything. But they had the wrong girl, and after seven
years of having to fend them off, she had come back home, defeated
and resigned to her fate as one of those old village spinster women
who kept everything in their homes ‘just so.’

Mitchell Bramson was everything she despised
in men— rich and successful, confident and influential in his
circles and worst of all, he had to be so bloody…gorgeous. With his
long, dark brown hair, big gold earrings and those odd catlike
eyes, just the hint of artful tattoos peeking out from under his
rolled up shirt sleeves, it reached out and grabbed her—and she had
hated him on the spot. He was fearless in his approach to life,
commanding everything in his wake because he was so fearless, bold
and…in control.

She couldn’t stand the way he sauntered into
a room like he owned it; the way everyone around him seemed drawn
to him and fawned over him like he was some sort of Greek god
recently sent down from Mount Olympus. She knew his type the minute
she saw him from behind the kitchen door when he checked in, and it
made her blood…boil.

She told Malcolm that night that she
didn’t want anything to do with him, but they needed the money, his
stinking American money, for the inn. That made her even angrier,
and since there was nothing she could do about it, it made her feel
the thing she’d most dreaded all her life: powerless. Then when she
realized that he’d made her lose her cool, it made her feel even
more powerless, and she cried all the harder, kicking her feet
against the mattress like a spoiled child. Bastard, bastard, BASTARD!

***

He heard horses’ hooves and a minstrel
playing a lute in the background, singing a lilting, mournful tune
about love denied. Sean? He
smelled the horses and the dust that rose from under their feet as
he slowly approached the castle. It’d been a long journey and he
was weary. The only thing that seemed to make it worthwhile was
seeing the castle when he opened his eyes, knowing that his
soon-to-be bride would be waiting for him there; wondering what she
would be like.

He knew he had no choice. If he didn’t agree
to the marriage, he would lose everything, his home, his title, his
lands and his father’s respect. Is it not a son’s duty to honor his
father’s wishes?

William had promised his father that she
would be beautiful and of good birth, a high-born princess of
Brittany, a second daughter named Alais, so he agreed and was
brought back to consummate the marriage.

He breathed a deep sigh of relief as he
looked up to see his family’s banners flying from the towers; the
gate opening up to him and his men. When he looked down again, he
could see he was wearing half armors. He looked up again and saw
his page, Peter, running toward him, distraught; calling out, “My
Lord! My Lord!”

“What has happened, Peter? Is my father
ill? Mother?” he asked the breathless boy. The boy took a moment to
catch his breath, hanging on his horse for support from what must
have been a long run.

“There has been a disaster, my Lord,”
the boy cried, then remembered himself and stepped back to bow to
his master. He got down off his horse and took the boy firmly by
the arms.

“What kind of disaster,
boy?”

“A ship wreck, my Lord,” Peter said,
having sufficiently regained his breath, still keeping his eyes
cast downward. “The ship that was to bring thy Lady from France was
wrecked off the coast of Cornwall.”

“And what of my bride?” he said to the
boy, using his hand to bring his loyal Peter’s face up to his, not
sure what he was wanting the answer to be.

“She lies near death in thy mother’s
bedchamber, washed up on the shore and brought here one day prior,”
Peter said, trembling of his own accord. He loved his master, was
devoted to him, and dreaded anything that would displease
him.

He leapt back up on his horse and looked down
at the boy and saw the brace on his leg, and when the boy raised
his head, he saw it was Simon. He reached out his arm, “Up, my
faithful Simon,” he said. Simon took his hand, allowing himself to
be pulled up forcefully onto the back of the horse. Instantly they
were off at a gallop and through the fortified gates.

When they reached the gate of the castle
dwelling itself, he dismounted, helping Simon down carefully before
running through the doors held open by his father’s servants. Up
the stairs he flew to where he knew he would find his mother’s
bedchamber. One of her maids, Esme, was waiting to greet him, a low
curtsy as he rushed toward the door.

“She lies quiet in thy mother’s bed, my
Lord,” Esme said, a worried look on her face. He rushed past her to
his mother’s bed, the curtains drawn; another of his mother’s
maids, Verity, was sitting vigilantly beside it. He stopped,
pausing for a moment to catch his breath before pulling back the
bed curtain to look upon the face of she who was to be his
wife.

He saw his own hand reach out and take the
curtain hem, hesitating, again not sure he wanted to know, then
pulled it back. His breath caught deep in his chest as he looked
upon her face.

It was Ivy Farthing.

Suddenly, he became afraid, deathly afraid.
There was a blackness about her that he could feel but not see. He
turned to look back at the door. It was closed. He ran to it and
pulled the handle. It was locked. He started banging on it,
panicked by being locked alone in the room with her. “Let me out,
Father, please. Mother, let me out,” he cried as he beat his fists
against the heavy iron and oak door. A woman’s voice with a Breton
accent came from behind him.

“I am pleased that thou hast come to
me, and I have come for thee, Mitchell. To be thy wife, and become
hot by thee, and bear thee many demons and spirits.”

Fear far greater than any he had known in
battle or any other time in his life erupted in his soul, his heart
about to explode like the foxes he had hunted as a boy before he
pierced them with his lance. He looked back to the bed and saw a
long scaly serpent’s tail come lolling over the side of the bed
from beneath Ivy Farthings skirts as she laid there, her arms
outstretched to him, a glaring hungry look in her eyes, a mocking
smile of protruding blackened teeth. “My husband.”

“Mother, Father, please let me out!
Simon! Jack! Help me!” he cried frantically, banging his fists on
the door, watching the blood spurt from his fingers with the force
of each blow, “Hhhheeeelllppp meeeeee!”

Simon’s voice came from the other side of the
door, kicking, banging and calling out.

“I am here, my Lord. I am
here.”

***

When he woke up, the banging wasn’t the sound
of his fists against the door, but the intense throbbing in his
head; a blacksmith’s hammer slamming against an anvil. “Bloody
fucking hell,” he groaned as he sat up on the edge of the bed,
putting his head in his hands and wondering where the hell his
Advil bottle was.

***

The next day was like a day after a nuclear
attack. They were all reduced to rubble and secretly grateful that
it was pissing down with rain when they got up. But they still had
to be somewhat productive and push the project forward in some
fashion that didn’t conflict with the rain and that wouldn’t hurt
them too badly. Lady Cotswold, not having partaken in the evenings
revelries was the first to arrive at breakfast, alone. Mitch met
her there. By this point in his life, he’d learned to rally himself
more quickly than your average partier, and with no memory of the
previous night’s dream to derail him, felt more focused than ever
to make this dig his next resounding success.

When he saw Ivy Farthing wiping down
the bar and setting up the cups for the breakfast sitting, he made
a point to stay as far away from her as was humanly
possible. Danger, Will Robinson,
Danger! He heaved a deep sigh of relief when he saw Fi
coming toward them, smiling.

They spent the time figuring out what they
could do that day. Lady Cotswold said that she wouldn’t mind just
exploring the village, looking for places that might have some
archives or old records containing some information about the
property. She told him that before she’d arrived, she taken the
liberty of contacting the solicitor for the Crane Estate and had
found out that all of the family records had been donated to the
local historical society after the last Crane died.

It was her understanding from the solicitor
that the family records went back more than six hundred years and
thought it the best place to start. Then if she still had time
before the shops closed, she thought she might like do some
antiquing.

For Mitch’s part, he decided that the rain
gave him the time to take Malcolm and Deck shopping for the digging
supplies they would need and whatever material they would need to
make what they couldn’t buy, probably sifting boxes. That would be
the item they’d be least likely to find ready-made.

When Simon hadn’t shown by the last seating,
Mitch ordered a breakfast sandwich and coffee to be taken to his
room. Thinking it wise, Lady Madeline had the same done for
Sandrine.

Before they left on their errands, Lady
Madeline with her notebooks and Mitch with the lads in tow, each
left notes for their respective assistants that they would call
back at the inn for them between one and 2:00 P.M., and headed out
to do some digging of their own.

***

Simon woke about eleven to the same
blacksmith’s hammer banging on the same anvil as Mitch’s. He wanted
to sleep some more, but it was cold and damp, a draft was coming
from the window, and even with the rain coming down outside, that
little bit of light seemed to hurt his eyes.

He got up and went to shut the curtains,
finding the source of the draft. The windows were ajar and the open
spaces stuffed with sprigs of holly. That’s silly, some kind of
practical joke; immature play on words, he thought and reached out
to remove them. He drew his hand back sharply. “Damn!” and looked
at his fingers; little red droplets were forming. He’d stuck
himself on the needle-pointed ends of the leaves. Then something
shifted outside the window, catching his eye, and he looked
out.

The old man was standing across the
yard under a big black umbrella twenty feet away; his tiny,
piercing black eyes fixed on Simon. The old man’s lips were moving
and he waved his hand like a wand in front of Simon as he had in
the pub the night before. “Come thee to me,
ye boy called Holly.” Simon heard a voice that made no
sound. Suddenly his head stopped hurting.

He turned back to his bed, moving easily
without thinking, or feeling, and sat down to put on his shoes and
brace. When he returned to the window, it was no longer only ajar
but wide open, and he climbed out…brace and all.

***

Lady Madeline arrived back at the inn
somewhat later than she’d planned, around 2:00 P.M, having gotten
lost in the Crane family papers at the Historical Society of
Exeter; overwhelmed, not only with the sheer volume of the
documents, but also the astonishing variety.

Given the nature of her inquiry, she sought
out the earliest documents first. The Crane estate had first been
established in 1323 through the Royal beneficence of a grant from
Edward II to Alistair Crane in gratitude for his faithful services
in the battle for Scotland.

According to the oldest of the documents, the
land grant was to include the castle known as Revelstoke. However,
through certain private letters from Alistair Crane and his nearest
relative, one Gregory Crane of Sussex, Lady Madeline learned that
Alistair Crane was less than enthusiastic about the grant and, in
fact, felt betrayed, because upon his arrival he discovered that
the castle known as Revelstoke was already a ruin and had been for
some time.

To Alistair’s complaint, his cousin Gregory
responded that either King Edward had never seen the estate at the
time of the grant and was therefore innocent of any deceit, or had
granted the estate to Crane purposefully so that should Crane use
his fortune to rebuild Revelstoke or build a new castle to replace
it, in either instance giving the King the greater glory of another
stronghold in the wild country in the West. Apparently, Gregory was
of the opinion that the King’s true motive was more of the latter
than the former and suggested that in order to remain in the King’s
favor, Alistair should build a manor house rather than a castle
since there had been no real need for a defensive fortress-style
castle in that area since the days of William. He then urged his
cousin to burn the letter after reading it, lest he be accused of
treason against the King if the letter were to fall into the wrong
hands.

The next set of telling documents were sparse
remnants of plans for the manor house which Lady Madeline assumed
was, at least in part, what had remained and been built upon by
successive generations; in the end bequeathed to The National Trust
when the property was divided only a short time ago.

None of this seemed to be particularly
compelling until she reread the last letter from Gregory to
Alistair. It was the reference to his reason for not building a new
castle but building a manor house instead. Not since the days of
William… caught her eye. Did that mean that
the old castle had been in existence since the days of William,
maybe before? she asked herself silently, then
answered herself. Well, if the old castle known as Revelstoke was
already a ruin when Crane got it in 1323 and built in a style that
would draw into it its use as ‘defensive’ then it would certainly
date or predate William because since William there had been no
need for ‘defensive’ castles.

She took that as her first major
breakthrough whereby she could, with certainty, date the ruins from
at the very least 1066, and if that was the case, then there most
certainly be some reference to it made in William’s Domesday Book.
“Jolly good show, Maddie!” she said out loud to herself and began
hand copying the relevant portions of the letters to take back to
Mitch. “We’re finally on our way,” she said as she collected her
things, noticing the time, and started back for the inn hoping he
would be there to share her excitement while at the same time
thinking with a deep sense of regret, My
darling, Neville, I do wish you were here to share this with
us.


Chapter XI

 


ANTIQUES

 


Lady Cotswold arrived back at inn by 2:00
P.M. When she arrived, Sandrine had already gotten her message and
had readied herself for whatever Lady Madeline had planned for the
rest of the day, hoping that word hadn’t gotten back to Lady
Madeline about her behavior the night before.

Since Mitch and the other men hadn’t arrived
back from their supply hunt, Lady Madeline, feeling very much on
her game at having made a rather significant step with the
morning’s work, decided to treat herself to her original thought of
exploring the village and hopefully finding one or two quaint
little antique shops to spend the rest of the rainy afternoon. She
loved antiques, particularly Victorian china, figurines and
jewelry, so she suggested that she and Sandrine make a nice
leisurely afternoon of lunch and touring.

The two women left shortly after two,
deciding that, since the village was so small, they might walk it
instead of taking the car and having to trouble about parking which
was always a chore, and a bore; and left the inn on an expedition
of their own, umbrellas in tow.

As things will happen in England, they had no
sooner gotten a block away when the sky seemed to just open up with
rain coming down in buckets. The few people on the street ran for
cover in doorways, shops or their cars.

Out of the corner of her eye, Sandrine
spotted a sign across the street, The Holly & The Ivy, and
pointed to it, not troubling to raise her voice over the loudness
of the rain. Lady Madeline gave a sigh of relief and took Sandrine
by the arm. Across the street and into the shop they went.

Once in they realized that it was a tea
shop, Even better, they
thought, looking at each other as if they had read each other’s
minds. Lady Madeline hadn’t eaten since breakfast and Sandrine
hadn’t eaten at all, the idea of the heavy breakfast sandwich Lady
Madeline had sent up had made her stomach churn.

As they began taking their coats off, a
bright-voiced, middle-aged woman came from somewhere in the back,
wiping her hands on her old fashioned, frilly apron to greet
them.

“Stinking filthy weather isn’t it?” she
said, then introduced herself. “I’m Constance Farrow. Please make
yourselves comfortable, ladies. I’ll get you some menus,” and she
went over to the glass-covered counter where the baked goods were
displayed.

She was back in an instant with two paper
menus covered by plastic folders. “Can I bring you some tea
straight away?” she chirped gaily.

“Indeed, that would be lovely. Earl
Grey, if you wouldn’t mind,” Lady Madeline replied, dabbing the
remains of the rain from her face with her handkerchief.

Constance Farrow was off again into the back
of the shop. She returned a few moments later with a tray filled
with cups, saucers, napkins and a steaming pot of tea cutely
covered in a green knitted tea cozy, and set up the tea in front of
the ladies. “Visitors?” Constance asked smiling, already knowing
the answer since she knew practically everyone in the village, as
well as the nearest villages around.

“Yes,” Lady Madeline responded, “…from
Yorkshire.”

“Staying over at the Digger’s, I
suppose?” Constance asked, smiling but again, already knowing the
answer.

“Why, yes,” Lady Madeline replied,
looking at Sandrine with a small knowing smile.

“Then you must be Lady Cotswold,”
Constance said, stepping back with her hands on her hips and taking
a short bow. “I’m honored, Lady Cotswold. Welcome to my humble
establishment.”

“No secrets in a small village, eh,
Mrs. Farrow?” Lady Madeline asked, having already seen the wedding
ring on Constance’s hand to know to use the correct form in
addressing their hostess properly. She winked at Sandrine. Sandrine
smiled and winked back.

“None at all, Lady Cotswold,” Constance
replied with a smile. “And you’re here to dig up the ruins out back
of the old Crane Estate.”

“Indeed we are, my dear Mrs. Farrow,”
Lady Madeline replied wryly.

Then, remembering herself and her place in
the presence of the wife of a peer, Constance resumed her hostess
role. “Can I get you something to go with your tea, ladies?”

Lady Madeline looked to Sandrine indicating
that she should order first. Sandrine looked the menu up and down
trying to decide. As a gap filler, she thought for a moment, then
asked her hostess, “What a lovely name for your pretty little tea
shop, Mrs. Farrow. It’s charming and so unusual. How did you come
by it?”

“Well, Miss, I didn’t exactly come by
it. It came to me by way of my mother, and from her mother before
her. It’s from local folklore, you might say, from before the land
was…settled. The Holly was the Druid symbol for the male because it
protected its young, the berries, with the sharp points of its
leaves and the Ivy was their symbol for the female because its
vines will cling to anything stronger than itself.” Constance told
them as if she were teaching a school lesson.

Seeing that the ladies seemed interested in
her story, she went on, “You’ll probably notice around here that
mostly the older buildings, the really old ones, I mean, they all
have either groves of holly trees clumped together around their
yards and gardens or great beds of ivy vines, or both, in some
cases. They used to plant them whenever any of the women of the
house were with child to bring them a child of the sex they
desired, or so the folklore goes,” Constance said, shrugging her
shoulders.

“That’s fascinating,” Sandrine said
with a sense of awe at being told an old pagan tale, forgetting she
hadn’t ordered her food.

“So would you like something to eat,
Miss?” Constance reminded her, smiling again. She loved giving the
tourists what they came for when they came to her shop, some tea,
some scones and some…legend, and they always loved all of
them.

“I think I’ll just have cheese and ham
sandwich.”

Constance Farrow then looked to Lady
Madeline, holding her pad and pencil delicately in her hand.

“And for you, your Ladyship? Constance
asked, trying to contain the fact that she thrilled to the teeth to
have the wife of a real peer in her shop.

“I think I’ll have a Cornish pasty, if
you don’t mind, Mrs. Farrow.”

“Not at all, your Ladyship.” Constance
replied, pleased with her choice because it gave her another chance
to entertain her guests. “An excellent choice, if I may say so. My
great-grandmother’s recipe. I make them myself. My
great-grandfather was from Clovelly, so her recipe had to be just
right. I make them the exact same way. I’m sure you’ll be pleased,”
she said, backing away slowly before she turned. The way she was
raised, one was never to turn ones back on nobility until they were
at a respectable distance.

When they were alone again, Sandrine couldn’t
resist asking Lady Madeline what a Cornish pasty was.

“It started as a workman’s meal for the
coal miners down here, sort of a pie filled with diced lamb,
potatoes and onions, and when made properly, can be delightful with
brown sauce. I was hoping to get a chance to have a good one while
I was down here, and I think this one will be good. I’ll let you
try it.”

As soon as Constance Farrow was safely behind
her kitchen door, she tipped her head smiling and said to herself,
“Well done, Connie,” and decided that if her Ladyship and the young
Miss came back again she’d treat them to the legend of the Devon
Forest Piskies.

As they ate, Sandrine couldn’t help but
notice Lady Madeline’s complexion. “If you don’t mind my saying so,
Lady Madeline, your skin looks so… radiant. And your hair looks
lovely.”

“Why, thank you, my dear, I guess the
fresh country air and warm moisture of Devon rain agrees with me,”
she replied proudly, remembering that she had hardly put on any
make-up before she went out that morning, and hadn’t had a touch up
all day.

When the meal was completed and Lady Madeline
and Sandrine were sufficiently warmed and dried from the down pour
that had brought them into The Holly & The Ivy, Constance came
over with their check, curtsying to Lady Madeline as she put it on
the table.

“Thank you, Mrs. Farrow, your pasty was
a delight. I’m so pleased I had the chance to try one.”

“And I’m so pleased you enjoyed it,
your Ladyship, it’s been an honor having you and the young Miss to
tea,” Constance twittered, flushed with the pride of having
actually served the wife of a peer of the realm.

“Now if you could do us one last
favor,” Lady Madeline said. “With the possibility of another heavy
rain, my friend and I were wondering if there might be an antique
shop nearby that we could visit without having to worry about
getting too wet.”

“Well, as a matter of fact there is,
your Ladyship, just two streets down, on the corner. It’s called
‘Sir Henry’s Boot’ after the clue from The Hound of the
Baskervilles, since much of the story was set over in Dartmoor and
the prison and all.” Constance said, once again not being able to
resist adding some local color to her guest’s day in the village.
Sandrine nodded, having read the book. “The gentleman who runs it
is named Ransom, Mr. Timothy Ransom.”

Lady Madeline then paid the bill and they
were off down the street on the lookout for ‘Sir Henry’s Boot’
before the rain could come down on them again. As soon as the door
closed behind them, Constance Farrow was on the phone. “Tim, you’ll
never guess who’s on her way. . .”

***

When they walked through the door, an
overhead bell rang announcing their arrival into Sir Henry’s Boot.
They were immediately greeted by a man Lady Madeline would have
guessed to be in his mid or late forties, dressed all in black with
short, wavy golden hair, a ginger-colored goatee and
tortoiseshell, horn-rimmed glasses worn low on his nose. “Lady
Cotswold, welcome to Sir Henry’s,” he said taking her hand and
bowing. “I’m Tim Ransom. It’s such a pleasure to meet you.”

“Thank you, Mr. Ransom. It’s a pleasure
to meet you, as well. I take it you were expecting us?” she said,
smiling slyly, then not waiting for an answer she said, “And this
is my assistant, Miss Boucher.”

“Delighted, Miss Boucher,” Ransom said,
taking Sandrine’s hand, bowing again. She nodded. “Is there
anything in particular that I can show you, or would you rather
browse?” he asked as he led them into the front of the deceptively
small-looking shop filled with long rows of antique and curio cases
at the front and leading to a larger area with furniture and larger
pieces in the back; a small spiral staircase made of wrought iron
close to the back apparently leading to an upstairs
space.

“Thank you, Mr. Ransom, I think we’ll
just browse. I can’t think of a better way to spend a rainy
afternoon than taking our time seeking out your
treasures.”

“I’m flattered, Lady Cotswold, and if
you don’t mind my saying so, the pictures of you I’ve seen in the
newspapers do not do you justice.” Ransom said, bowing
again.

“Ah, now it’s my turn to be flattered,
Mr. Ransom,” Lady Madeline replied, smiling as she walked away,
starting slowly down the center row, looking into each cabinet as
she passed.

Having spent years with Lady Madeline in
shops, Sandrine knew that Lady Madeline liked to take her time and
that made her free to go her own way, so she went down the last
row.

As Lady Madeline went down each row, stopping
at each case, she noticed Mr. Ransom always remaining a respectable
distance behind her, keys in hand, ready to open any case where
there might be an item she might like to examine more closely. Lady
Madeline figured that since she and Sandrine were the only two
other people in the shop, she might take the opportunity to avail
herself of a personal guide and waved the man to come closer. “If
it’s not too much trouble, Mr. Ransom, could I see that lovely
black bust of Queen Victoria?” The man rushed to her side and
opened the case.

While Lady Madeline was being given the Royal
tour, picking up an item that interested her here and there,
Sandrine headed more to the back of the shop, not looking for
anything in particular, but interested in what she saw,
nevertheless. She’d learned a great deal about antiques from Lady
Madeline in the last few years, and figured she might be ready to
try her hand at selecting an item or two for herself should it
strike her fancy.

As can happen when browsing an antique shop,
time tends to pass more quickly than in the outside world. Antique
shops, unlike any other kind of shop, have the ability to take one
into the past, just being surrounded by the items, fifty years old,
one hundred years old and often older. One can’t help but wonder
when one looks at an item, who may have owned it in the past, what
they may have been like, or even how they ended, and as Sandrine
wandered aimlessly around Sir Henry’s Boot, she fell under that
very spell, walking slowly, looking at everything
and…wondering.

In the back of the shop she noticed some
free-standing, terrace-stepped shelves crowded with items that were
either not valuable enough to lock up, or of a size that didn’t
require it. She strolled around the first one to her right, mostly
heavy cut glass and crystal interspersed with large pieces of
pottery and large figurines. Then she went on to the next, more
glass, candlesticks, some larger framed paintings leaning against
the step above it.

As she passed by on the right she saw a
beautiful old mahogany box with a small brass plate affixed to the
top. She paused for a moment, then moved on to the other side
taking her to the farthest back corner of the shop. The quiet was
deafening, almost hypnotic as she lazily observed the items on the
other side.

She felt her eyes begin to get heavy and
thought she heard Lady Madeline call to her, “Sandrine.”

She looked around, saw no one and
turned back, continuing her stroll down the stepped display.
“Venez ici, Sandrine,” the voice
whispered to her. She felt drawn to turn the corner, going back
around to the other side of the step display.

When she got there she saw the mahogany
box again. It was open. C’est
estrange, she thought to herself as she went in closer
to see what was in it; a glass ball about the size of a man’s fist,
a crystal ball.

Fascinated, she moved in to take a
closer look. Something moved inside. C’est
un reflection de lumiere; fantastique! she thought and
moved in closer.

***

“I think that’s really more than enough
for me, Mr. Ransom,” Lady Madeline said, following him as he
carried a large terra cotta bas relief bust of Queen Alexandra back
to the front counter to join all of the other objects she’s
chosen.

“Very good, Lady Cotswold,” Tim Ransom
said as he gently laid the fragile bust down on the counter. “I’ll
have them wrapped and sent over to The Digger’s by
morning,”

A thundering crash shook the floor. Ransom
jumped, startled by the sound of glass shattering that came echoing
down the rows from the back of the building. Lady Madeline jumped,
too. They both turned in the direction of the sound, more crashing
and glass breaking, the sounds of the proverbial bull in the china
shop. The entire shop shook from the vibration, and he ran, Lady
Madeline behind him.

At the rear of the shop, they stood frozen in
their steps, unable to move, paralyzed by what they were
witnessing. Sandrine was on the floor, kicking and thrashing
around, flailing her arms and legs about wildly, her torso
convulsing with a violence they could have only previously imagined
possible, almost acrobatic in its tension. She was foaming at the
mouth, thick white mucus, and her face; contorted beyond normal
recognition, her mouth working feverishly, glass and pottery
crashing everywhere from the unbelievable force of the vibration
she was creating.

Ransom moved first, grabbing her from behind
holding her arms pinned behind her, trying to contain her movements
as her legs shook, kicking in every direction. Her mouth started to
form words, sputtering out from the soapy-looking foam that flowed
from it, she spat and kicked, her eyes bulging with a pressure that
made her look like a raging animal.

“Lady Cotswold, please help me,” Ransom
called out to the shocked woman. Lady Madeline came out of her daze
and bent down, trying to hear the words coming out of Sandrine’s
mouth. “Lady Madeline, please, her legs,” Ransom shouted, trying to
get her to do something to control Sandrine’s violent
movements.

Lady Madeline startled, then moved. She
grabbed the first flat solid object she saw, an antique riding crop
from the corner of the room and forced it sideways into Sandrine’s
mouth, trying to keep her from swallowing her tongue. A moment
later, Sandrine collapsed, unconscious, the only movement remaining
being the involuntary twitching of her contracted muscles as they
relaxed.

***

Simon approached the small, thatched roof
cottage slowly, standing across the road in the rain…waiting…but
for what he didn’t know. A black wrought-iron arbor framed the
narrow slate stone path that led to the tiny oak and wrought-iron
door, tall holly bushes, gnarled with age, having been wound around
the iron of the arbor on both sides.

“Come thee, boy, to
me,” he heard in the air behind his ear. His feet
began to move, crossing the road, stopping only for a second before
he passed under the holly-covered arbor. As he passed under, he
looked side to side. Two great beds of English ivy lined what would
have otherwise been a lawn, and had crept up the cottage to both
sides of the door. The door opened. He hesitated, then took the
handle and pushed it the rest of the way to enter.

The old man was sitting in an ornately carved
wooden chair, like an ancient throne, heavy with symbols etched
deeply into the panels of each side. He was pulled up close before
the growing blaze he was tending in the fireplace, his back toward
the door.

Without turning to face him, the old man
raised his hand, two fingers pointing behind his head. The door
closed. Then the old man pointed those same two fingers to another
carved chair not far from him, close to the fire. Simon’s feet
began to move again until he stood before the second chair.

The old man pointed his fingers down toward
the seat, and Simon sat. They sat there silently for a few moments,
the old man stirring a small pot hanging from a hook in the
fireplace. The smell became strong as he added things that looked
like they might be shreds of tree bark and dried blue flowers from
small piles on a tiny table next to him to the near boiling pot;
pinches of different colored powders and crystals from small canvas
bags next to the piles on the table, sweet mixed with smoky, floral
with earthy. Simon’s head began to spin.

The old man took the pot from the fire
without using a pot holder or a towel, not seeming to feel the heat
coming from what must have been the scalding metal handle. He
strained the mixture in to two tea cups on the lower flagstone
hearth before him; picked up one cup and handed it over.
“Take,” he said and Simon took
it.

The old man looked at him, peering into
him with those tiny piercing black eyes. “Drink,” he said and Simon drank.

The old man took the remaining cup and
drank himself then spoke without using his mouth, words without
sound, as he stared deeply into Simon’s big blue eyes, appearing
even bigger than their natural state from the wonder and the fear
of what was happening to him. “From whence
doest thou derive thy strength, boy?” the old man
asked in his soundless voice.

“From him,” an
unexpected voice came out of Simon without using his mouth, his
words also without sound.

“And thou wouldst protect he
that he hast protected thee?” the voice
asked.

“Yes, always.”

“What wouldst thee offer in
return for that gift he hast bestowed upon thee?”

“My life,”
Simon’s soundless voice said, a small tear slid out of the
corner of his eye.

The old man nodded to himself, a dark shine
coming into his eyes, a relaxed expression mixed with both
satisfaction and relief coming over his face. He reached over and
stuck his fingers in a small earthen pot no larger than a bottle
cap on the small table next to him, then stood up before the boy.
Simon looked up, his eyes never leaving those small black beads the
old man had for eyes.

The old man reached out and touched his
face, his fingers seeming to be whirling in circles as they left
patterns in red, and green, and black on his forehead, cheeks and
chin. “Thou art an honorable man-child,
Holly, and we are…relieved that you have come to us,”
said the old man with a sigh as he reached again over to his
small table and came back, getting down on his knees.

He pulled Simon’s pant leg and rubbed the
scabbing wound with a thick, greasy ointment, then sat back on his
heels and waved his hand over the wound without touching it. When
he pulled his hand back, the wound was gone.

A look of sadness came into the old
man’s eyes. The voice said, “Wouldst
thee have me heal thy deformity too,
Holly?

No, please, don’t. It’s who
I am,” Simon said without words.

The old man rose back to his feet,
nodding again, an even greater expression of satisfaction on his
face. He waved his hand in front of the boy’s face once
again. “Thou shall not recall us, nor speak
to a living soul of anything connected with us until I call for
thee again. Now sleep,” the voice said, and Simon
closed his eyes.

***

When Simon woke up he was still in his bed at
the inn, his head throbbing with the ‘You play, you pay,’ residual
of the night before. He crawled slowly out of bed, barely able to
open his eyes and went into the shower, gently washing himself with
a soapy cloth, avoiding bending over which would only make his head
thump more.

Finally screwing up the courage to wash his
lower body, he closed his eyes and bent over to wash his legs. The
soap and hot water didn’t sting as it had the day before. He opened
his eyes and saw that the cut in his leg was gone. His head hurt
too bad for him to make anything of it more than the cut wasn’t so
bad and he had become a good healer, the vitamins Mitch had been
giving him for years finally having a chance to do their job.

Out of the shower, he grabbed his own bottle
of Advil and popped two in his mouth, drinking from the tap before
he got ready to shave. When he looked up, his eyes went wide. There
was something around his neck, a leather string with a green,
stone-like disc dangling from it.

He leaned in close to the mirror and held it
up to look. It was the image of a man’s face looking like it was
pushing through what looked like some kind of foliage.

From somewhere over his shoulder he
felt breath and heard the voice whisper in his ear.
“This will protect thee, and help thee call upon
me in troubled times.” Simon looked up into the mirror
again to see who was behind him but instead saw only his own pupils
dilate and lids flutter; blackness as he fell to the floor, in a
faint.

***

When he woke up, he got up and dressed as
naturally as he would have on any other day, giving no notice to
the small green stone amulet hanging from around his neck, only
looking at his watch and seeing that it was after noon. He opened
the door to go out, saw the breakfast tray outside his door and ate
before going downstairs as if nothing had happened, excited, as
usual for anything that the day might bring.


 


 


BOOK THREE

 


Human Sacrifice

 


 


 


It's coming closer The flames are now
licking my body Please won't you help me I feel like I'm slipping
away It's hard to breathe And my chest is a-heaving Lord have
mercy, I'm burning a hole where I lay ‘Cause your kisses lift me
higher Like the sweet song of a choir You light my morning sky With
burning love With burning love Ah, ah, burning love I'm just a
hunk, a hunk of burning love

Burning Love

………As performed by Mr. Elvis
Presley

 



Chapter XII

 


OF HUMAN BONDAGE

 


Love hurts, Love scars, Love wounds and mars
Any heart not tough or strong enough To take a lot of pain, take a
lot of pain Love is like a cloud, it holds a lot of rain Love
hurts, Ooo-oo Love hurts I'm young, I know, But even so I know a
thing or two - I learned from you I really learned a lot, really
learned a lot Love is like a flame, it burns you when it's hot Love
hurts, Ooo-oo Love hurts.

Love Hurts

………As performed by Nazareth

 




It was still raining when Lady Madeline
helped Sandrine out of Tim Ransom’s car back at the inn that
evening. It had been a long wait at the hospital and it was only
through the antique dealer’s good graces and quick thinking that
they’d gotten through it as fast as they did.

As soon as Sandrine collapsed from her fit,
he picked her up and carried her to his car, Lady Madeline
following, frantically trying to figure out what had happened. If
Mr. Ransom hadn’t stood there at the Emergency Desk insisting that
they been seen to immediately, she and Sandrine might still be
waiting behind all the others in line with sprained ankles, rashes
and even vomiting.

She even thanked the fact that it wasn’t
above Mr. Ransom to drop Lord Neville’s name more than once to get
the staff to move things along. Then he sat down and let Lady
Madeline go into the trauma area with the girl, contenting himself
to sit there and wait while his own frayed nerves went into action
calculating the losses of the broken items, the embarrassment of
the situation, not to mention the talk it would create around the
village with people coming in just to ask for a first-hand account
of the details.

After every conceivable test had been done
and a thorough examination had been conducted, the doctors could do
nothing but conclude that Sandrine had suffered from an attack of
latent epilepsy brought on by the flash of light she told them she
saw in the glass ball. As a matter of fact, that was all she could
remember from the entire incident.

Four hours later she walked out of the
hospital of her own accord, supported only by the antique dealer on
one side and Lady Madeline on the other; the only physical remnants
of the attack being assorted cuts, bruises and scrapes, all handily
dealt with by the nursing staff that attended her. When she got out
of the car at the inn she was beyond exhausted, depending almost
completely on Mr. Ransom’s arm for support.

The news of the incident having already
reached him through the most humanly rapid means, local gossip, Jed
was waiting for them at the entry podium when they walked through
the door. He rushed to her the minute he saw them, a mixture of
relief and worry readily apparent in his eyes, and took Sandrine’s
arm from the antique dealer leading her to the back of the inn
toward the cottage.

Before Mr. Ransom left, Lady Madeline
assured him that she would take full financial responsibility for
all of the breakage caused by the unfortunate incident, thanking
him profusely for all his help to which he bowed responding, “That
won’t be necessary, Lady Cotswold. I’m a gentleman of the old
school and only did my duty to help a lady in distress. There’s no
need for any financial arrangements, that’s what insurances are for
and I have plenty,” he said and smiled, backing away as was proper
before turning to go out the door, but on the inside
thinking, God, I can’t wait to get to a gin
bottle.

Jed was just returning as Lady Madeline was
going into the pub to look for Mitch. “I’ve taken her to her room,
your Ladyship, and made her comfortable. I’ll take up some soup
with toast and tea as soon as it’s ready. Dr. Bramson is waiting
for you inside,” he said quietly and backed away towards the
kitchen door.

Mitch stood up and went over to her the
minute he saw her in the doorway, looking exhausted. He took her
arm, leading her to an empty booth. “Lady Madeline! What the hell
happened?”

“The doctors say she had an epileptic
fit,” Lady Madeline said, putting her elbows on the table and
rubbing her head, “…but I must tell you, my boy, it was the most
horrible thing I’ve ever seen in my life.”

A respectable time later, Malcolm came over
offering to get them drinks. Lady Madeline looked up, her eyes
weary from the strain. “I’ll have a double scotch, then another one
shortly after, thank you,” she said. A moment later he was back
with her scotches, two of them, and a beer for Mitch. Lady Madeline
downed the first scotch in one gulp.

Simon saw them as he came through the door
and joined them. “Is there anything I can do to help, Lady
Madeline?”

“No, my dear boy, I don’t expect so,”
she said with a deep sigh. “The doctors just said to try and keep
her away from any bright or flashing lights until she can get back
to her regular physician, maybe let her rest in her room with the
curtains drawn for a few days. But thank you for
asking.”

Simon sat down close to Mitch with his Coke
and was about to apologize to him for getting so drunk the night
before, but before he could get a word out Mitch sensed what was
coming, put his arm around Simon’s shoulders and gave him a good
squeeze accompanied by a smile and a wink. Simon just blushed and
nodded.

Lady Madeline downed her second scotch and
looked at Mitch. “Would you be a darling, Mitch and have some
dinner sent up for me, I am really feeling all out,” she said and
got up to go, then paused. “And the bottle, too, if you don’t
mind,” she said and headed off back to the cottage.

From there he and Simon went to the bar where
Malcolm and Deck were doing the bartending duties. “Is everything
going to be alright?” Malcolm asked, setting down a fresh beer in
front of Mitch.

“We’re still going to be on for
tomorrow if the weather is fair, aren’t we?” Deck asked from over
Malcolm’s shoulder.

“Yeah, we’re still on. Lady Madeline
may beg off, but we’re still going. At the very least we can tape
off the area and start setting up the grids, eh, Simon?” he said,
giving Simon a nudge with his elbow.

“Yes, sir, with bells on,” Simon said
smiling, finally finding the courage after all this time to nudge
him back.

Both Farthings nodded their agreement then
headed off in opposite directions to attend to the other
patrons.

It wasn’t long after that the pub began to
fill up with its usual array of locals in for their evening
cocktails. Soon the bar area was elbow to elbow. Mitch stood around
watching Malcolm and Deck rushing back and forth with full glasses
in one direction and empty ones in the other; thinking about the
next day’s work.

Feeling insecure because he couldn’t put his
back against the wall, Simon stayed very close to Mitch, literally
almost under his wing. “I’ve prepared an email to send to Dr.
Edgeworth this afternoon to advise him of our progress. I didn’t
want to send it until I spoke to you. I scanned the sketches you
gave me and downloaded some of the pictures we took the other day,
too…and I thought he might like to hear from you,” Simon said,
feeling like he just couldn’t get close enough to Mitch. “Would it
be alright if I sent it before I go to bed tonight?”

“Yeah that would be great,” then he
paused, “…just do me a favor and add one thing from me in a PS,”
Mitch said bowing his head and letting his hair fall over his face.
“Tell him that I miss him.”

“Yes, sir,” Simon said, wanting to tell
him he knew exactly how he felt. And they both went back to their
recent favorite pastime, watching the locals.

Mitch looked around the room and saw quite a
few familiar faces. The group of giggling girls from the other
night was back, but standing at the end of the bar against the far
wall by the dart board this time. The black-haired woman was back,
but this time in the company of a much younger man who kept his
hand on her back making it clear to everyone that he had a present
possessory interest there.

There was a new face too, a young man about
Simon’s age with longish blonde hair, good-looking to the point of
almost being pretty, standing at the bar in front of Malcolm,
smiling with an empty glass in his hand. Mitch noticed that Malcolm
completely ignored the young man, which was very unusual, then
briskly turned away going to the other end of the bar.

The young man followed, holding out the empty
glass to him and smiling. Malcolm ignored him again and went out on
the floor to a table. Deck swung by then, took the glass from the
young man and filled it, neither looking at him nor smiling which
was very unlike him.

Simon was watching the footballers with
the shaved heads pushing each other and laughing when he was
overcome by a strange feeling; the kind that one gets of being
followed down a dark street, but when they look behind them, finds
no one there. He looked behind him. The old man was sitting in his
usual corner with his beer in his hand, looking out of the front
window. Simon felt his knees go weak and moved even closer to
Mitch. “Come thee to me tonight, Holly. We
must begin,” Simon heard whispered in his ear. He was
just about to childishly ask Mitch if he could sleep in his room
that night when he heard the voice again. “Fear thee not, Holly, for I am thy ally and thou art
mine.”

Suddenly the feeling inside him changed; no
longer fear but…anticipation. Without thinking, he asked Mitch if
he minded if he went to bed early so he could be fresh and ready
for an early start in the morning. “Sure, go ahead. After last
night, I don’t expect to be up too late myself,” Mitch said, giving
him another good squeeze around the shoulders and tousling his
hair.

When he looked back up to the bar, Malcolm
was serving guests again and Deck was out on the floor. He noticed
the same young blonde man standing in front of Malcolm again with
an empty glass in his hand. Again Malcolm ignored him and went to
the other side of the bar. The young man followed him and held out
his glass again. This time Mitch could hear them. “Please,” the
young man said to Malcolm, smiling.

“Stop following me,” Malcolm snapped
back, teeth clenched, then called out, “Deck!” and stomped away. A
hurt look came into the young man’s eyes.

A second later Deck was back behind the bar,
taking the glass from the young man and filling it. “Don’t they
have a pub in your village, Alec?” Deck said, handing him his fresh
beer, seeming to go out of his way to be patient, but by then it
was clear that his patience was wearing thin. The young man turned
away with his head hanging down and took a seat over in the corner
by himself. Deck came over to Mitch and took his glass, “Another,
Dr. Bramson?” he smiled.

“One more, or maybe two more,” Mitch
said smiling back, “…who knows . . . maybe three more.” When Deck
returned with the fresh beer, Mitch couldn’t help but ask, “So what
was that all about?” and he pointed with his head to the young man
sitting by himself in the corner.

“Oh that. It’s nothing, really. Just
a…” and he paused to think of the right words, “…gay boy from the
next village. He fancies our Malcolm and keeps coming in here to
see him and make eyes at him,” Deck said, rolling his eyes. “It
drives Malcolm near to barking. I don’t understand why he just
doesn’t go to London to be with his own kind. A small village is no
place for…It’s like he’s just asking for trouble,” he said taking
on a more sympathetic tone, shaking his head and
shrugging.

“Oh, I see,” was all Mitch could think
of to say.

The next thing he knew a scruffy-looking man
about half Mitch’s size with a long goatee and old tattoos up and
down his arms was standing next to him, waving to Malcolm and
singing loudly in Mitch’s ear, “Tis really a pity, she’s only one
tittie to feed the baby on. The poor little bugger will never play
rugger or ever grow up strong…”

Mitch laughed out loud, practically spitting
his beer across the bar. That was enough for one day. He was going
to bed.

***

Simon sat on the edge of his bed waiting,
again not sure for what. He reached into his shirt to feel
for…what? And it was there. He held it in his hand and he knew. He
got up and went to the window, opening it. The rain had stopped by
then, replaced by a thick fog rolling over the land, so dense in
fact, he could feel the thickness of it in his throat and lungs as
he breathed.

A moment later he was out the window,
standing in the shadows in front of the inn, staring across the
road at the medieval church, its lights through the colored stained
glass giving off an eerie glow against the rising mist of the fog.
The next thing he knew he was standing across the road from the old
man’s cottage as he had done that morning, but didn’t
remember. “Come,
lad,” he heard in his ear, and he walked across the
road. The door was open, waiting for him, dim light coming through
the doorway, bidding him to come in.

He walked through the door to find the old
man sitting at the largest piece of furniture in the house, a large
old oak table, worn down on its edges from an untold number of
years of use, riddled with cracks on its surface. Once Simon was
in, the old man pointed two fingers at the door. It closed.

The old man pointed his fingers at Simon and
brought them down to the side of the table. Simon followed. Then
the old man pointed his two fingers over towards a chair on the
other side of the room and the chair moved, skidding slowly across
the floor until it was close behind Simon. The old man then pointed
his fingers at the seat of the chair. Simon sat.

As they sat in silence the old man
brought up an old wooden box, hinged with wrought-iron like his
front door, and set it on the table, opening it. Slowly he took
something out and set it on the table. It looked like a dried black
root. The old man motioned with his fingers and the root rose in
the air in front of Simon’s face. “Take
it,” the voice without words said to him, and Simon
did. “Smell it,” the voice
said and Simon did.

Suddenly he was no longer in the
cottage with the old man. He was out in the forest at the base of a
tree, digging on his hands and knees in the light of the full moon.
He felt the root in his hand and heard the voice say to him,
“Pull,” and he did.

The root came out in his hand,
wriggling as if it were alive. “Hold it
tight…” the voice said, “…and bring it
back.” Simon opened his eyes and he was back in the
room with the old man. “Do you see?”
the voice asked him. Simon looked curiously across the table
into the old man’s black eyes. “Do you
see? ” it said again. Simon nodded.
“This heals, the voice
said.

The next item the old man brought out of the
box was a bunch of bright red flowers or weeds tied with what
looked to Simon like hair. The old man repeated the ritual, but
this time Simon was transported to the graveyard at the church. He
was again on his hands and knees with a small pair of scissors
clipping what looked to him like little red bells from around an
old gravestone.

When he came back, he heard the voice
say, “This kills. Do you see?”
Simon nodded. After this happened a dozen or so times and all
the items were set before him on the table, the old man took out a
huge book with hundreds of pages of parchment and set it before
him. It was written in some form of code. The old man waved his
hand in front of Simon’s face and suddenly he could read it. It
looked like an ancient recipe book with primitive drawings on each
page. “Do you see?” the voice
asked him again and Simon nodded that he did.

The old man took each item and
carefully placed it back in the box, then took the book and laid it
on the floor by his chair. He walked over close to Simon and held
out his left hand. In his right he had a small knife. He cut deep
into his left hand, letting the blood collect into the palm like
cup. “This is life. Do you see?”
Simon nodded. Then the voice said, “On thy knees before me, ye boy called Holly,”
and Simon obeyed, kneeling with his head down.

Actually, physically touching him for the
first time that evening, the old man took Simon’s chin with his
right hand and lifted it up to look into his eyes. He dipped his
fingers in the blood in his left hand and marked Simons face with
swirling symbols, mumbling in the old language but not allowing
Simon to understand.

Once this was completed, the old man
bent down and took Simon by the hand, helping him to stand. The old
man removed Simon’s jacket, shirt and tee shirt exposing Simon’s
thin pale, birdlike chest. The old man turned him around and laid
him on the table, chest down. Simon could hear the old man making
noise behind him, the clattering of metal objects, but he didn’t
move. He didn’t want to move. He heard the voice speak to him again
asking, “Thou wouldst do this to protect
him?”

“Yes,” Simon
heard himself say in his own soundless voice. “Anything.”

The old man came to Simon’s side and
opened his mouth, putting a smooth, hard piece of wood between his
teeth, then went back around behind him. “Be thee brave, young Holly,” the voice
said.

A moment later Simon heard the dull, muffled
sound of metal striking metal; a sharp jolt of pain between his
shoulders, like he’d been pierced through the heart. He didn’t cry
out. He just bit down on the wood and closed his eyes, remembering
the way he’d felt when Dr. Mitchell Bramson came to Holy Family
that Christmas Eve to rescue him, and his words, ‘I will never let
anyone ever hurt you again.’

***

Mitch was up bright and early the next day,
glad to see that the rain had stopped and the fog melted away.
Malcolm and Deck Farthing were waiting for him when he came down
for breakfast, as was Lady Madeline.

They sat around the table discussing what was
to be done that day. The ground would still be wet and most likely
muddy, so they decided it would be best then to spend their time
taping off the area, making their grid and setting up the tent with
all the supplies they had, then maybe do a little digging around
the granite object they’d found earlier, if there was still
time.

Lady Madeline’s nerves had settled from the
trauma of the day before, much to the credit of the bottle of
scotch Mitch had sent up to her room with her dinner, so she was
very much herself again, composed, contained, but still hesitant to
go out to the site and leave Sandrine alone and unattended. Jed,
who’d been serving breakfast, took the opportunity to offer to look
after Sandrine for the day. He was working, so he wouldn’t ever be
very far away, and he had been on an emergency medical team in
Australia before he came to England to work at the pub, assuring
her that he could more than handle an emergency should it arise,
plus both Ivy and Fi would be there if there was anything on the
female side of things that needed to be dealt with.

It made Lady Madeline feel better knowing the
Jed would be there, particularly because she also knew he cared for
Sandrine in that special way. That made a big difference. And it
was true that since Ivy and Fi would both be there, Sandrine
wouldn’t be without female assistance if she needed it, so Lady
Madeline decided it would be alright go out to the site with the
men after all.

While all this was going on, Mitch
began wondering about Simon. Where is
he? he kept thinking, keeping his eye on the doorway;
expecting any minute to hear his familiar walk, one step always
landing heavier than the other. When Simon still hadn’t come down
twenty minutes later, Mitch started to get concerned. He didn’t
know about what. It was just a feeling in his gut, nagging at him,
like it had so many other times when it came to Simon. They were so
in tune with each other, the way he and Jack were. When Simon still
hadn’t arrived in another ten minutes, Mitch decided to go check on
him; maybe he hadn’t set his alarm and had overslept.

He’d no sooner stood up to go when he heard
it, one footfall landing heavier than the other. The knot in his
gut loosened. A moment later Simon walked through the doorway, a
little paler, moving a little slower than usual, but otherwise
alright. Mitch pulled a chair from the table next to them and set
it next to his, tapping the seat with his hand for Simon to come
and sit next to him. “I’m sorry I’m late,” Simon said shyly,
sitting down next to Mitch. As was his way, Mitch put his hand on
the back of Simon’s neck and gave it a gentle squeeze and shake.
Simon winced, what little color he had left draining from his face
like a thermometer plummeting. Mitch was on it in a heartbeat. He
leaned over and whispered, “Hey, are you alright, bud?”

“Yes, sir. I must’ve slept wrong. I’m
just a little achy, that’s all. It’s nothing,” Simon said, pouring
himself a cup of coffee and downing it in one gulp. Then he nudged
Mitch with his elbow, smiling and looking at him shyly, his big
blue eyes shining, wanting to make sure he knew he really was
alright.

“Yeah? Mitch asked, searching him with
his own eyes. Simon nodded, smiling bashfully, but thinking with
his own soundless voice, Anything.


Chapter XIII

 


SALT IN THE WOUND

 


I see the bad moon arising. I see trouble on
the way. I see earthquakes and lightnin’. I see bad times today.
Don’t go around tonight. Well, it’s bound to take your life.
There’s a bad moon on the rise….

Bad Moon Rising

………As performed by Credence Clearwater
Revival

 


 


“Okay, Malcolm…Deck, you take the big
green bags. I’ll take the tent. Simon, you and Lady Madeline take
the breakables and the gadgets. Let’s get this party started,”
Mitch said as he got out of the car in the makeshift parking lot.
Simon seemed to manage the walk well enough the first time, and in
one of their few moments in private, Lady Madeline had told Mitch
he wasn’t really doing Simon any favors by babying him so much and
made him promise to try and let Simon be more independent, and so
he did, or at least he tried anyway.

It wasn’t going to be easy, but Mitch
understood her point and decided not to have the path widened after
all. Maybe a little roughing it would toughen Simon up some. He
would need it if he was going to stick to his favorite periods of
the ancient world. But although he did promise, it didn’t mean he
couldn’t watch Simon like a hawk, just in case.

The newbies—Simon, Malcolm and Deck—were as
excited as children on a day at the circus while Mitch and Lady
Madeline were more circumspect about the magnitude of the work that
lay ahead of them. By the time they got to the clearing on the
other side of the path, they were already ankle deep in mud. Mitch
chose a clear grassy spot under an overhang of trees off to the
side for everyone to dump their bags.

As English weather would have it, the day
before had been a big mess of rain then fog, but as he stood there,
the weather was glorious. The sun was shining, the sky was blue and
there wasn’t a rain cloud to be seen anywhere. But for the mud, it
was as perfect an early spring day as they could have wanted, so as
he always did before starting any kind of physical work, Mitch did
a number of stretching exercises and encouraged everyone else to
follow suit, and to no one’s surprise, Simon was the first to join
him.

Not to be outdone by a couple of
Americans, Mal and Deck joined in, vigorously taking to the deep
knee bends and by the end were showing off with jumping jacks. Lady
Madeline just stood by amused. Men!
she thought as she watched the four good-looking young men
doing their exercises. As trying as they
can be sometimes, but what a boring world it would be without
them.

With the exercises done, Mitch started doling
out the duties for the day. “Who’s good with numbers and
measurements?” he asked the assembled company. Simon raised his
hand. Mal and Deck looked at each other comically. Mal got off the
first shot.

“He is,” he said pointing to Deck and
giving him a playful brotherly shove, almost tipping him
over.

“Okay then; Simon and Deck. I want you
guys to measure and tape off the perimeter. Simon, you know how far
we need to go to capture the lion’s share of the area that might
hold anything. You get the compass and the tripod. Deck you do the
walking and tape off the area,” Mitch ordered like a beneficent
general, handing him three rolls of CAUTION tape, a bag full of
wooden stakes and a mallet.

Mitch was glad it was Deck who was the one
who was good with numbers. He could tell he liked Simon and would
keep an eye out for him without making it seem too obvious. He had
what Mitch might have called a ‘good ol’ boy’ nature. “Mal, you and
I’ll grid off the inner foundation of the main building,” Mitch
said, handing him a large spool of red string, another bag of
wooden stakes and another mallet. “Lady Madeline, how about you
direct the action here with Mal and me and maybe set up the tent as
much as you can. When you need us we’ll come over and do the man’s
work.”

Indeed, you will not!
Lady Madeline thought to herself. I
was throwing up bigger tents than that on the banks of the Nile
while you, Dr. Mitchell ‘I’m the man’ Bramson, were still learning
your way around a bra hook. And she laughed to
herself. But before she even got to that, she had to get them
started on the gridding. She was really dying to find out what that
granite statue was.

She pondered it at length, Granite. It
certainly wasn’t part of the building itself. The building was red
sandstone. It was old. She knew that, and she didn’t disagree with
Mitch’s opinion that the carving on it was early Celtic in style
and design. It intrigued her.

As she was following behind them, barking
instructions as to how to lay the grid, she remembered that she’d
completely forgotten to tell him about what she’d learned from the
Crane family Estate papers. “Oh, and by the way, Mitchell. I can,
with certainty, date this structure to at least 1323 and can with
some authority say that it’s much older, at least dating back to
our William,” she said matter-of-factly, not above blowing her own
horn when necessary. He stopped what he was doing.

“Really? And pray tell, Lady Madeline.
How did we determine this?” he asked her in a stagely false English
accent to pull her leg a little.

“Well, my boy…” she said, deciding to
have a go at yanking one of the Yank’s peacock feathers for him by
calling him, my boy. “I did my homework; I went to the local
archives. You remember I did tell you I was going, didn’t I? And
guess what I found in the Crane family papers? Letters between the
first Crane to own this land and his cousin. It was a grant to him
from King Edward II dated 1323 and the substance of those letters
was that he was complaining that Edward had done him no real favors
by the grant because the castle, called Revelstoke by the way, was
already a ruin,” Lady Madeline said, flexing her own brand of
muscles and leaving them hanging.

“And?” Mitch asked, waiting for the
upshot and giving her his undivided attention, knowing that she
really did have him by the seat of the pants.

“And…” she continued, “…now follow this
closely. I didn’t get it the first time I read it. It’s really a
logic question. His cousin responded that there had been no need to
build another fortified castle in the area since the days of
William and recommended that Crane build a manor house instead. Get
it? Revelstoke was a fortified castle and a ruin by 1323, no need
to build another one since the days of William?” she led him by the
nose and did a good job of it. She could see the light go off in
his head.

“Lady Madeline! I could kiss you. As a
matter of fact I think I will,” Mitch said and walked over to her
and kissed her on the cheek.

“Thank you, my boy. I’ll take that as a
compliment, American Style,” she said proudly. “So now we have not
one date to work with, but two.”

“Wow!” was all Malcolm could muster,
nodding to them, very impressed. “This place is almost a thousand
years old, crazy cool.”

“Well, ‘men,’ don’t just stand there
like a couple of prize dodos. We have digging to do and I’d like to
see what that piece of granite is,” she said with her hands on her
hips. Now who was giving orders?
she thought to herself proudly. She still had it.

From there she decided that they would set
Malcolm to poking around with a thin rod to determine how deep the
soil would be before they hit what might be left of the floor. Once
it was determined to be eight inches deep or less, she set him to
digging in the far west corner of the grid with a small shovel and
a hand spade while she and Mitch tried to clear some of the mud
away from the granite piece in the center of the room a hundred
feet away, and they set to it.

Malcolm, being an amateur, took his time, not
wanting to destroy anything he might come across by being too
enthusiastic, a good quality in a young archaeologist, so he
thought it best to only loosen the thick claylike mud with the
shovel rather than actually dig with it.

Once it was loosened, he got down on his
hands and knees and used the garden spade to gently sort through
the clumps of grassy mud until he was sure he was close to floor
level, but he had trouble concentrating. There were too many noises
around him for him to concentrate properly. At first he couldn’t
seem to get rid of some damn fly buzzing around his ears,
irritating him to no end.

It seemed no matter how much or how hard he
swatted at it, the stubborn bastard still came back and was buzzing
around his head in seconds. Then he started hearing a sound in the
trees above his head, like an owl, but not being much of a country
boy, it was hard to be certain, but it sure made him angry.

“It really must be great living in New
York City. I’ve never been anywhere further than London and a few
camping trips with Mal and Jed to Scotland when we were in our
teens,” Deck said as he walked in a straight line away from where
Simon was looking through the gadget on the tripod and waving to
him with his hand. Simon looked up.

“Then I guess we’re not all that
different because I’ve never been anywhere outside of Manhattan
until now,” Simon smiled, shrugging and then bent down again to
look through the eye. “To the left, to the left,” he
waved.

Once Deck hammered in the stake and tied the
caution tape to it, Simon came toward him carrying the tripod to
set it down over the second stake, pointing it in the next
direction. “Dr. Bramson seems to be a good sort to work for. I like
him. So how did you get your job with him?” Deck asked, walking
with his tape in another straight line according to Simon’s waving
direction. Simon didn’t know what to say; too innately honest to
make up a suitable lie on the spot, he just decided to tell the
truth.

“Dr. Bramson gave a lecture at my high
school. I wrote him a thank you note and he came to see me,” Simon
said, letting himself drift again back to that day.

“Nice! Your family must be very proud
of you,” Deck said, unaware. Simon stopped waving but didn’t stand
up.

“I don’t have any family, Deck. He
found me in Catholic foster home,” Simon said, then realized he was
embarrassed. Deck stopped and turned around.

“I’m sorry, Simon, I didn’t mean to
pry.”

“It’s okay,” Simon replied standing up.
“It is what it is. Dr. Bramson came and took me out of the home and
put me through college, then got me a job with him at the
museum.”

Deck couldn’t help but look down at Simon’s
leg brace then. Simon followed his eyes. “It was broken when I was
a baby and didn’t heal right,” Simon said in advance, rather than
waiting to be asked and bent over to look through the glass
again.

“I’m sorry, Simon,” Deck said, an
expression of genuine compassion washing over his face, not needing
a map to figure out that Simon’s leg wasn’t just…‘simply broken’
and that he hadn’t just ‘simply’ ended up in alone in a charity
home. It explained a lot of his behavior, his nervousness, his
skittishness around strangers. Deck’s fondness for Simon and
respect for Dr. Bramson immediately increased ten-fold, but he also
knew it was time to change the subject. “Well, I’m glad you came.
This dig is the most exciting thing to happen to me since I got to
see the Queen when she came to Exeter,” he smiled and shrugged,
“Yes, sad, I know,” he laughed.

It took them about two hours of taping while
chatting about everything from Gwen Stefani and the Statue of
Liberty to gangsta rap and MySpace before finishing off the entire
perimeter, not finding anything in particular from an
archaeological standpoint. By then they were both getting hungry
and Simon’s leg was starting to ache from all the walking on uneven
ground, so they decided to take a shortcut through the forest back
to the camp, using the towers as a guide.

Deck deliberately reduced his gait and slowed
his pace noticing that Simon’s limp had gotten worse over the
course of the morning, doing his best to stay close without seeming
to hover. They chatted more as they walked, dodging fallen logs and
clumps of brush as they went; Jerry Springer and CSI.

Simon couldn’t help but notice how
beautiful the light shining through the trees was as he walked, and
the breeze seemed to make him feel sleepy. More jet lag? he thought to himself as he
struggled to keep his eyes open; his leg seeming as heavy as…lead,
moving slower.

He looked up towards the sky, at the sun
shining through the trees, trying to stay focused on the towers for
direction. Neither of them noticed the thick strands of ivy working
their way through the underbrush close to Simon’s braced leg;
quickly wrapping themselves around it like a snake, alive and
striking.

Without warning his leg jerked out from
underneath him. The next thing he knew he was falling with the
force of having been pushed, but he wasn’t in the forest, or in
England, and the tug wasn’t the vine on his leg: it was the wet
towel from around his waist. He was fifteen and back at Holy
Family, just come out of the shower. It was pitch black, night. He
showered late at night so no one would see his leg.

The force of the tug on the towel had left
him naked. He felt his wet foot slip and his body tumbling into the
blackness of the stairwell toward the basement. He heard the
booming voice coming from behind him in the dark as he hit the
floor at the bottom with a crashing thud, shaking with cold,
humiliated beyond all imagination. “Hey, let’s see if ya got a club
dick to go with that club foot,” it laughed as he laid there in the
dark, afraid, but even more terrified that they’d turn on the light
and see him that way.

Then he was back, breathless, the ground
coming closer to his face like he was falling down a tunnel;
another sharp jerk, the achy pain he’d had in his upper body all
morning making him wince. He was hanging, suspended in air, his
throat only inches above the sharp pointed end of a jagged, broken
branch from a fallen tree.

“Whoa, laddie, not so fast,” he heard
Deck’s voice come laughing from behind him as he felt himself being
pulled back to standing. “It wouldn’t do a’tall for me to bring you
back to Dr. Bramson damaged, now would it?” Deck said, his big,
strong hand still holding firmly onto the collar of Simon’s jacket
and shirt.

Helplessly trembling with physical
insecurity, Simon looked up to see Deck’s eyes, warm, friendly
and…protective.

“Thanks, Deck,” he said, looking back
down at his leg, crimson with embarrassment at trembling like a
frightened child and being so clumsy, seeming so helpless. “I
really should know by now to pay more attention to where I’m
going.”

“No sweat, mate,” Deck smiled kindly,
“that’s what friends are for,” and put his hand on Simon’s
shoulder. Simon wanted to cry. He didn’t know what to say. He’d
never had many friends before.

***

It wasn’t long before Malcolm gave up
swatting at the fly and just let it have its way, the buzz around
his head becoming more of a soothing hum; then from a hum to being
like a flea in his ear, talking to him, whispering to him. “No,” he
said to it, quietly at first, but it insisted. “No,” he said again.
It was upsetting him now. “No! No! No! No!” he repeated, getting
louder and more upset as he dug until he was almost shouting.

“What’s going on, Malcolm?” Mitch said
to him, startling him by standing over him. “Did you find
something?”

“No, sir. It’s just this bloody fly
keeps buzzing around my head and I can’t seem to get rid of it,”
Mal answered, swatting around his head again, looking annoyed. By
then Lady Madeline was standing behind Mitch.

“Gnats bothering you there, my dear?”
she asked, then without waiting for him to answer went about
spraying the area around him with a can of bug spray. “That ought
to get the little buggers,” she said proudly at being able to come
to the rescue again.

Mitch and Lady Madeline went back to the
granite statue. They had determined by then that it wasn’t really a
statue at all but a monument. As far as they could tell, it had
been toppled over and stood between six and eight feet tall when
erect, but had only managed to uncover its length, not its
depth.

They determined that it was a monument rather
than a statue because, from the six or so inches of depth they had
uncovered before they were interrupted by Malcolm’s gnats, they
could tell it wasn’t a human figure but more an early Christian
Celtic cross; a squared knob on the top of a circle with another
knob protruding from the side of the circle facing them. They
figured that circular part was about eighteen inches in diameter
and each knob was six inches in length; the remaining base that had
been uncovered was at that point seven feet long.

After another half hour of digging and
pushing away mud, they concluded that it was indeed an early
Christian Celtic cross. But that didn’t explain what it was doing
in the center of what was, in essence, a receiving hall. Had the
area they’d been digging in been a chapel or a burial ground one
might have expected to find it where it was, but in the center of
what would have been the main dining area or reception hall? It
didn’t make sense to either of them.

The next test would be to put a date to it.
That might give them something to go on and certainly gave them
much to think about and research. But before they could go further
they heard Malcolm again. “No, no, no, no!” Lady Madeline was the
first to reach him.

“Are you alright, my boy?” He turned
suddenly covered in mud up to his elbows, a dazed look in his eyes,
his face all smudged. He’d thrown down the spade and had begun
digging in the mud with his hands; drenched in sweat. “Here, here,
my boy. There’s no need to rush. We’ve only just begun,” Lady
Madeline said and held her hand out to help pull him up off his
knees. Mitch came up to them from behind.

“Mal, you’re getting overheated;
shoulda warned you about that. Come out of the sun for a while and
have a cool drink. It’s lunchtime anyway,” he said taking him by
his other hand to help pull him up out of the ditch he’d dug for
himself. “You really have been at it, haven’t you?” Mitch said when
he got a good look at the depth of the pit.

Just then they heard Deck call, “We’re done!”
from outside the compound and come trotting up to them, Simon not
far behind. “Look at you!” Deck said when he saw his brother
covered in mud. “Mud cakes, Mal? I thought you’d outgrown that,”
Deck said and laughed.

Malcolm stood there looking at his arms
covered in mud to the elbows and began laughing himself. “I guess
I’ll always be young at heart,” he said, flicking the mud off his
fingers at his bother.

Mitch looked to Simon smiling. “Simon, would
ya take Mal to the stream so he can wash up. It’s lunchtime and I’m
hungry. How about you?”

“Starved,” Simon said smiling back,
“Come on, Mal. Let’s get you cleaned up so we can eat.”

After lunch, they set about putting up the
tent. Lady Madeline, not content to let the men do it, only let
them sort and organize. She was going to prove her point if it was
the last thing she did, and she did.

Once they’d laid out everything, it took her
all of fifteen minutes to pitch the tent. It took a lot out of her,
but it was worth it. When she was done, she took a bow for her
astonished audience, as they clapped and cheered. “Okay, gentlemen,
let’s get back to work. I’d like to see if we can get that granite
cross to stand before we leave today,” she ordered, shooing them
back to the site like a mother hen with her chicks.

Everyone gathered around the cross, ropes in
hand, except for Malcolm. He went back to his pit. He was just
about to clear an area of floor space before lunch was called and
he wanted to at least get that much done before they left for the
day.

With Mitch, Deck, Simon and Lady Madeline to
do the loosening of the remaining soil around the cross, no one
really noticed that Malcolm had gone back to the pit, until he
called out. “I’ve found something over here!” he shouted.

“Hold on Mal, we’ve just about got this
thing standing. Come over and give us a hand,” Mitch called to him,
Deck by his side, both of them grunting and growling with the
effort it was taking to get the thing to stand upright while Simon
and Lady Madeline cleared the area around the base to give it a
flat place to land.

Malcolm ran over and grabbed the rope with
his brother. “Heave!” Mitch started calling out rhythmically.
“Heave! Heave! Heave.” They were almost there. As Mitch was
grunting and pulling, he had a funny thought; it reminded him of
what the ancient Egyptians must have gone through to raise the
obelisks. “Almost there, guys,” he grunted and pulled. “One last
good one and we should have it.

“HEAVE!” and the great stone cross
tipped upright on its base, towering at least eight feet above
them, and casting its shadow directly over Simon. He looked up at
it, his eyes wide, dwarfed by not only the size of it, but also by
its symbolism. His first inclination was to kneel before it and
cross himself; he was a child of Holy Family, after all. But he
resisted. Science is no place for
religion, he thought to himself, then again,
…or is it?

Once it was standing, Deck and Lady Madeline
pressed enough soil and clumps of heavy mud around the base to keep
it securely upright. Simon started clicking and filming away. Mitch
just stood back to look at it, taking stock of what it was, what it
meant, and…what it was doing there. “Jack is gonna love this,” he
said out loud as they all gathered around the cross so Simon could
take pictures and film them smiling proudly, chests out with their
first significant find.

Malcolm backed away from it slowly. He was
about twenty feet away when he thought he heard the call of the owl
again and looked over to the trees in the area where he’d been
working. There it was on the lowest branch, sitting there. Staring
at him with its huge yellow eyes, it called again and he walked
over to his pit. “Dr. Bramson,” Malcolm called to him. “I really
think you should take a look at this.”

Mitch went over and looked into the pit. The
first things he noticed were several large, oblong clumps, black
and still partially covered in mud. He jumped into the pit and
picked one up, wiping it on his shirt. “It’s a piece of wood,
burnt. The black is the charred outside.” He picked up another one,
and another one; between ten and twelve inched long and five or six
inches wide with squared edges along the sides, jagged at the ends
as if they’d been broken off.

“Definitely man-made,” Lady Madeline
said, standing next to the pit behind Mitch. He handed her the
largest piece. “Furniture,” she said confidently. “…maybe a table
leg. Or a chair leg. Look around it, Mitchell, see if you can see a
layer of soot and where it might be in relation to the floor if you
can.” Mitch got down on his hands and knees, gently using the spade
to carve out a square of packed clay near where he’d picked up one
of the pieces. He handed the square to Lady Madeline.

She turned and held it in the palm of her
hand toward the light. “What was beneath this, Mitchell?” she asked
still surveying the square.

“I pulled it directly up off the floor
surface,” he said.

“Then the castle was burned while it
still stood,” she said. “There’s a thin layer of carbon at the
bottom of this clump and you say there’s nothing but the floor
beneath it? The castle was burned,” she repeated.

Malcolm looked up into the tree again. The
owl was gone and the sun was getting low in the sky.

The day was done, and what a day it had been,
not bad for the first day out. “Good job,” Mitch said, patting
Malcolm on the back as they headed down the path towards the
SUV.

“Thank you, Dr. Bramson. It has been a
rather exciting day, and for my part, I could really use a pint
when we get back.” Mal said, feeling full with a sense of
accomplishment he never expected he would get when he signed onto
the project, making him not sorry he had.

***

When they got back to the inn, Ivy was at the
podium, having taken on the additional duty since her brothers were
going to be gone most days on the project. No sooner had she hit
the door, Lady Madeline went toward the hallway leading to the
cottage to check on Sandrine. Just as she was about to go through
the door to the courtyard, Jed came through from the opposite
direction. “How is she?” Lady Madeline asked, feeling a rush of
guilt for having left her for the day.

“She’s well,” Jed said smiling
slightly. “She still can’t bear to look at anything close to a
bright light and the medication seems to make her sleepy, but
otherwise she’s fine. She ate well, and I’ve been reading to her
most of the day. She’s just gone off to sleep again now, so I
thought I would come out and see if there was something I could do
out here.” Relieved, Lady Madeline went straight to her own room to
freshen up thinking, Quite frankly, I could
use a pint or two myself.

Back at the podium, Mitch stood behind the
others, trying to avoid any objects the redhead might send flying
his way. He let Deck go on telling Ivy what an exciting day he’d
had while Malcolm resumed his innkeeper posture before going
upstairs to clean up for his evening shift. While Ivy was occupied
with her brothers, Mitch slid away behind Deck using Simon as a
shield to slip past her unobserved into the hallway towards the
cottage.

Later that evening, Mitch was grateful to
find that Fi would be serving their celebration dinner, relieved
that he’d managed a whole day without an encounter with that woman.
From there they all agreed it was a good night for pubbing and a
few drinks wouldn’t be out of line. Once again grateful to see
Malcolm behind the bar instead of that woman, Mitch ordered a round
of drinks for all of them, Malcolm, Deck and Jed, too. He’d done
his part that morning by taking care of Sandrine so that Lady
Madeline could come out with them.

For the first two rounds, all Mitch had to
deal with from that woman was the sound of her voice calling out
through the kitchen doors to Fi or Deck that dinners were ready for
pick up.

By the third round, Malcolm began looking
flushed and tired; his forehead beaded with sweat. It had been a
long day after all, and Mitch found himself hoping that the
double-duty shift work wasn’t going to prove too much for him. Then
his luck ran out.

Ivy Farthing came out through the kitchen
door and went behind the bar, standing next to Mal to pour herself
a pint. She looked at Mal as she took a long sip, noticing the
flushed, tired look on his face. She put down her glass and reached
out to put her hand on his forehead. “You have a fever, Mal,” she
said, loving devotion and concern replacing the usual anger and
bitterness in her eyes. “I think you’re coming down with
something.”

“I’m fine, Ivy,” he said, brushing it
off and wiping his forehead with a bar towel.

“You’re not fine. I’ve seen you with
everything from the flu to the trots, and I know!” she said
stubbornly. “I’ll take over. You go take some aspirin and go to
bed,” she ordered.

“Oh, Ivy, please. I’m just having fun,”
he whined reverting to his childhood role; she being the older
sibling and he the younger.

“Oh, Ivy, please nothing,” she said,
standing her ground and pushing him gently back towards the
kitchen. “If you don’t get some rest, you won’t be able to go out
and play with your friends again tomorrow,” she said sarcastically,
shooting daggers at Mitch with her eyes.

“Oh, alright,” Mal said with a sigh,
giving in to her and waving back at his friends as he went through
the door.

By the time Ivy had come back to the
bar, Mitch was gone, moved over to a small table with Simon and
Lady Madeline. They hadn’t been seated for more than a few minutes
when Simon started to get that feeling again, the one that told him
that he wasn’t alone. He looked over to the window by the front of
the pub and saw the old man sitting there. They found it, did they not? the soundless voice
asked him.

“Yes,” Simon said out loud, forgetting
to use his own soundless voice.

“What?” Mitch asked him.

“Oh, nothing,” Simon said. “I was just
thinking out loud,” He looked back toward the window. The old man
was smiling and raising his beer to him. Thou art a good boy, Holly, the soundless voice
said to him. Simon blushed and went back to the audible
conversation that was going on in front of him at the table,
sketching the Celtic cross they’d found on the paper
placemat.

***

Lady Madeline left the table about an hour
later, feeling the fatigue of the day and anxious to get into her
comfortable flannel nightgown and relax. When she got to her room,
she noticed something she hadn’t seen before in her rush to get
cleaned up to meet the others for dinner, a large cardboard box in
the corner next to the dressing table, filled with bubble wrap.
Then it dawned on her. Tim Ransom had promised that he would have
her purchases sent over that day.

She went over to the box, found an envelope
on the top and opened it. It was an invoice for only her purchases,
with a note from Ransom saying what a pleasure it was to meet her
and that she should come back anytime she pleased.

She took the note and went over to her
dressing table. What a nice
gentleman, she mused, as she put on her nightgown then
sat down again at the dressing table to go through her nightly
youth enhancing regimen of creams and masques, combing her hair
back in the mirror and putting on her headband before she got
started. After she put on her first preparation, which was to be
left on for fifteen minutes before removing it, she looked over at
the box thinking that with all that had gone on she really couldn’t
remember all that she bought. “Well, I might as well take another
look,” she said to herself and went over to the box.

She picked up the item on the very top first.
She couldn’t imagine what it was. She didn’t remember buying
anything square. She took the bubble-wrapped square and went back
over to sit by the light of the dressing table to open it. When she
undid the taped bubble wrap, she saw it was a box, a small,
antique, mahogany box with a brass label on the top, “Gilberts
& Sons, London, 1861.”

“This must be some sort of mistake,”
she said to herself out loud as she sat the box down on the
dressing table. Pausing only for a moment to admire the fine
woodworking and quality finish, she opened it. It was a glass ball
the size of a man’s fist. By then it was time for her to remove her
first masque and apply the second, a moisturizer. After she applied
her moisturizer, she looked back at the crystal ball in the
box.

The play of light from the table lamp seemed
to give the appearance of movement inside. She leaned over to look
at it more closely. There was movement. It can’t be, she told
herself as she picked up the ball and held it to the light. There
was movement, but she couldn’t make it out without her reading
glasses. She put them on then looked again; it was a man, in a
wheel chair, Neville. He was falling out of the chair, convulsing
violently; having another stroke. There was a flash of blue light
and she saw he was on the floor, crawling with one good arm,
calling out to her, his mouth contorted grotesquely, “Maddie, I’m
dying. I need you. Please, Maddie, I don’t want to die without
you,” he called to her. His face came up closer in the ball,
distorted like she was seeing him in a fun house mirror.

A noise came from the room next door and she
jumped. When she opened her eyes she was staring straight into the
mirror, the ball still in its box. She got up in a panic and went
to the telephone, dialing Cotswold Manor. It was busy. She dialed
again and again, it was still busy. Frustrated she sat back down at
the dressing table, waiting until she could try again, worry
swirling through her mind. She looked at the ball again and saw
more movement inside.

She picked it up again and looked. He was
there again, calling to her. “Maddie, please. I’m dying.” Half his
face was drooping like melted wax, one eye closed. He was having
another stroke…a bad one. She dropped the ball on the floor. It
rolled away from her, toward the bed. She got up and went after it,
then went back the dressing table to look into it again in the
light. She had to know what was happening. When she did, Neville
lying on the floor, he was completely still, dead; then a flash of
blue light. She screamed, “Neville!” and passed out, hitting her
head on the hardwood edge of the dressing table as she went
down.

When she woke up close to morning, she packed
her bags as quickly as she could and left, out of the inn, without
a word to anyone. All she could hear was the sound of Neville’s
voice calling to her and the look on his face, pleading with her to
come to him. She had to get there. She drove at top speed the
entire ride. She had no time to waste.


Chapter XIV

 


MALCOLM

 


Boy: Yes! Yes! On a hot summer night would
you offer your throat to the wolf with the red roses?

Girl: Yes!

Boy: I bet you say that to all the boys.

It was a hot summer night and the beach
was

burning There was a fog crawling over the
sand, When I listen to your heart I hear the whole world

turning. I see the shooting stars falling
through your trembling hands.

You Took the Words right Out of My
Mouth,

………As performed by Meatloaf

 


 


The next morning when they gathered at
breakfast getting ready to go back out to the site, Lady Madeline
was conspicuously absent. Always the first to arrive, it didn’t
dawn on anyone that there might be something wrong until after
they’d done eating and Mitch looked at his watch. It was 8:30 and
still no sign of Lady Madeline. Maybe she
overslept, he thought, wondering how to delicately
approach the situation, deciding it was probably best if he went up
himself.

When he got to her door, he knocked, softly
at first; then harder when he got no response. It worried him. Lady
Madeline was definitely not the kind to, first, oversleep, and
second, sleep though a loud knock like his, so he headed back to
the inn for help, hoping for the ridiculous, that she slept with
ear plugs in her ears.

On the way back, he bumped into Fi and asked
her if she could come to Lady Madeline’s with a room key and they
rushed back. Once the door was opened and they saw that Lady
Madeline wasn’t even in the room, Mitch gave a great sigh of
relief. “Maybe she got up and went out early for a walk.”

Fi, on the other hand, being a woman and
noticing things only a woman would notice, pointed to the dressing
table. It was empty. “Shay’s gawn,” she said and walked freely into
the room to check around. She went straight to the closet and
opened it. It was empty. “Shay’s left,” Fi said to Mitch and
shrugged. “Look, bed ain’t even been sleapt in,” she said as she
went to the bathroom. “Aynd look. Shay’s taken everythin’ out of
‘ere, too.”

Mitch looked around with his hands on
his hips, astounded. Where could she have
gone…and why? he thought to himself but said
nothing. What the fuck is going on around
here?

Having no choice but to go back to the
inn and tell everyone, Mitch struggled with himself.
First Sandrine has a fit, now Lady Madeline
disappears without a word, and according to Fi’s observations, of
her own free will. Everything seemed to be falling
apart and just when they were starting to make some headway. His
confusion started to turn to anger and frustration.
Doesn’t anyone understand how fucking important
this is to me, to the world, to history?

When he got back to the table, everyone
looked at him expectantly. “She’s gone,” he said simply.

“Gone?” they all repeated, looking at
him. “Gone where?”

“She’s just left, packed her bags and
left. Simon, please do me a favor. When you email Jack tonight tell
him that Lady Cotswold has unexpectedly abandoned the project and
that that we’ll go on with it by ourselves, along with my usual
message. Then try and contact Lord Cotswold and see if he knows
anything. This is fucking ridiculous,” he said taking a deep
breath, frustrated.

“Yes, sir,” Simon replied, knowing
Mitch well enough to see how he upset he was. “Is there anything
else I can do?” he said, looking at Mitch with his big blue eyes,
wanting to help him somehow but not knowing what to do.

“Nah, that’ll do for now. Just don’t
you go running off on me, okay?” Mitch said kidding, shaking his
head and rolling his eyes to heaven.

“I would never…” Simon replied
seriously, saying the only thing he could think of to try and
reassure him.

“No, I know you wouldn’t,” Mitch said,
putting his hand on his back. Simon flinched only slightly but
enough for Mitch to pick up on it. “You still achy?” he
asked.

“Just a little,” Simon answered, then
continued quickly. “I guess I’m not used to all this physical
stuff,” and he smiled and shrugged, fighting back the urge to wince
as he moved his shoulders.

“Well, we’ll make sure you don’t have
to do anything too physical today. How’s that?” Simon nodded and
blushed. He would never get over loving the way Dr. Bramson made
him feel special, cared about and valued, never as long as he
lived…or died.

“Okay, men, we might as well carry on,”
Mitch said, waving his hand for them to follow him out.

Back at the site, Mitch let Malcolm go back
to his pit with instructions to continue clearing the space down to
the floor. He was going to work with Deck to start counting and
numbering the extraneous sandstone blocks that had fallen both
inside and outside of the perimeter wall. Simon was to canvas the
other side of the central building floor with a metal detector to
see if he got any readings and flag them if he did.

When he was done he could work back and forth
between the three of them photographing everything they found
before and after numbering, and in Malcolm’s case, before and after
anything was moved; and they set to it.

***

Because Mitch and Deck were spending so much
time outside of the perimeter of the castle structure, none of them
could hear Malcolm as he dug, continuing to clear the floor area
that he’d started. That damn pesky fly was back, buzzing and
humming around his head; whispering in his ear.

He swatted at it as he had the day before,
but also as the day before, it couldn’t be persuaded to go away.
Malcolm heard the owl cry again, and when he looked toward the
sound, he could see it in the tree above his head, staring at him,
studying him.

Before long he was digging and talking to
himself again. “No, no, no, no!” he said, waving his hands around
his head. Then his spade hit something, hard, making a sound like
it might be more wood. He forgot about the fly, concentrating
instead on the object he’d hit, cleaning around it gently with the
spade and a paint brush. He knew as soon as he saw it that it
wasn’t wood.

Still more than half buried in the dirt,
there were curved and rounded parts, but blackened like the wood.
He quickly began to dig around them finding that they had a form
and knew then what they were. They were bones, but not human bones.
They were the bones of an animal.

He decided to keep it to himself until he had
uncovered the entire form, and he dug on. About half way through,
he could tell what kind of animal it was. It was a large dog, maybe
a Great Dane or a wolfhound. He pushed forward, redoubling his
efforts to uncover the whole thing before he called anyone
over.

Energized by the prospect of having found
something significant, he tore at the dirt with his spade then
struck something else, something that gave off a thick metallic
sound. His mind went wild, he had something here. He really had
something.

He grabbed a short twig from outside the pit
and began clearing an outline around it. It was long and definitely
metal; narrow with one end seeming to be larger than the other and
slanted, as if it were deliberately driven into the ground, but it
was the end that was closest to him that told him what it was. It
was a sword. Someone had run the animal through with a sword and
left it there.

Suddenly he heard the owl in the tree start
to screech, screaming, bloodcurdling screeches, as if it were being
torn to pieces, and the fly was back, buzzing around his head
furiously, then dozens of them. He swatted at them wildly. “No…no,
no, no, no, no!” What it was saying made him so angry he could
kill.

The blood pulsed in his veins, throbbing in
his temples; a second heartbeat. He started tearing at the dirt
with his bare hands, throwing clumps of it behind him as he worked
furiously to uncover the beast before anyone else could come by and
see it before he was done.

He uncovered the enormous head and knew it
was no dog. By then his eyes were bulging with fever, saliva
dripping from his mouth as he struggled to free the creature. He
saw its fangs, long and sharp; a wolf. He sat up on his haunches,
looked up to the sky and started to call out, his mind swimming in
a vortex of chaos, losing himself. “Is there anybody there? Deck!
Ivy! Can anybody hear me? Help! Help!”

Deck was the first to hear him call and he
ran, Mitch was next with Simon following behind. When they got to
the pit, Malcolm was standing above it, covered with dirt from head
to toe; smiling proudly and pointing down at what he’d found.

They all peered into the pit. “Simon,
photograph it, quick,” Mitch said as he scratched his head, staring
down into the pit.

“What the bloody hell is that?” Deck
said, amazed at what he was seeing.

“It’s Canis Lupus, but a much larger
species than I would ever think we’d find in Europe,” Simon said,
backing away. Mitch jumped down into the pit.

“Well, what do we have here?” he said
pointing to the handle end of the sword. “Simon, come get a close
up of this before I pull it out, will ya?”

Simon went over hesitantly, snapping it from
all angles then stepped back with the camcorder to catch the moment
on video. Mitch grabbed the handle of the sword and slowly pulled
it out, holding it up to the sky triumphantly, his hair blowing in
the light breeze, reminding Simon of a warrior returned from the
Crusades.

***

After dinner Mitch went straight his
room to begin cleaning the sword. This
could be it! he’d been thinking ever since he realized
what it was. If what Lady Madeline said was
true and the ruin predated William’s invasion of England. This
could very well put a date on it and bring me one step closer to
the date I need. Jeez, Jack I wish you were here. It’s not the same
without you.

Downstairs Simon waited impatiently for the
voice. He sat at the bar and had beer after beer waiting for it to
come, needing it to come so he could tell about that afternoon.
“Another beer, mate?” Malcolm asked, smiling kindly. He didn’t look
well. He was flushed again; small beads of perspiration forming on
his forehead, and his eyes had this glassy, faraway look. Simon
nodded. Then from next to him, Simon heard another voice.

“A beer please, Malcolm,” it said.
Simon looked over. It was the long blonde-haired guy looking at
Malcolm and smiling. Malcolm froze for a moment, not knowing what
to do, then turned away.

“Deck!” he called out and walked to the
other end of the bar. Deck showed up a few seconds later and drew
the young blonde man a pint from the tap.

“Please, Alec, if you want a drink just
come to me. You must know by now how it upsets Malcolm when you go
to him…just come to me or Ivy,” Deck pleaded with him.

Just then Simon looked up to see Malcolm at
the other side of the bar, glaring at the man Deck called Alec;
that same glassy, faraway look in his eyes. It scared Simon and he
looked down wishing with all his might that Mitch would change his
mind and come down for a drink or that the voice would speak to him
and tell him what to do.

When he looked up again, Ivy was over with
Mal and had her hand on his forehead. Simon couldn’t hear what she
was saying but he could imagine by the look in her eyes and her
body language that she was going to send him to bed early again and
take his shift, and he was right.

Simon watched as Ivy took Mal by the arm and
led him back around the long way to the kitchen door. When she came
back through, she didn’t have her apron on and took Malcolm’s place
at the bar, smiling and pouring drinks for the customers.

Simon waited for the old man, or the voice to
come, but they never did. By then he’d had a few pints and was as
exhausted from the day as everyone else, so he decided to go to
bed, feeling…unfinished, and turned to go. He was stopped dead in
his tracks. The black-haired woman was standing in front of him,
blocking his way. He tried to pass but she was taller than he was,
and faster.

“Stop! Do not resist me,” she
whispered, and took Simon by the arm over to the corner of the
room, practically pinning him to the wall. “Old Amos is ill
tonight, too weak to even…speak to you,” she said, peering into his
eyes. “He sent me to see you, to tell you to take care and not
interfere until he’s well enough to lead you again. If you find
yourself in peril, call on me,” and she turned to go.

“Wait! Let me come with you. I know how
to help him,” Simon said, taking hold of her arm. She turned back,
smiling, her black eyes sparkling without the reflection of
light.

“As do I, child. Only you had the
fortune to be born with a man piece between your legs and I
didn’t,” she said pointing her finger at his crotch. “I will serve
you as I have always served him, as did my mother and her mother
before her, little one,” she said, pointing her finger at his face.
“But test me not. I’m Gayle, his great-granddaughter,” and she
disappeared as if she had never been there, leaving Simon appearing
to all outside eyes to be talking to himself.

***

While Simon was talking to himself in the
pub, Mitch was in his room carefully pulling and prying flakes of
dried mud from the handle of the sword; spraying it with a mixture
of mild detergent and water, slowly rubbing it. As each layer of
dirt came off, his heart beat stronger. Would this give him the
proof he needed to date the castle to the 6th Century? Little by
little his gentle cleaning began to pay off. He could see the hilt
was made of gold engraved with an intricate pattern and was, in
part, encrusted with semi-precious stones. He held his breath. It
was more than he could hope for to find some identifying mark, a
family crest or a traceable name.

He got out his Q-Tips, metal cleaner, jewelry
cleaning cloth and magnifying glass, taking the shade off the lamp
to give him the brightest light possible. He gave it a good clean
and polish until it looked like it had just come out of a museum,
then held it up to the light. “Damn!” he said out loud to himself.
It was beautiful, it was priceless; it would draw crowds when it
was on display at the Met because it was at least a thousand years
old and it might predate William, but not by much because engraved
on the underside of the hilt were the initials HofR, House of
Revelstoke. It belonged to a member of the family or someone in
their service or debt who last lived in the castle.

“Fuck,” he said out loud, not even a
tenuous timeline to link it to Arthur. Disappointed, he lay down on
his bed and closed his eyes.

***

He could hear somewhere off in the distance
hypnotic singsong chanting like he’d heard when he was in Egypt
and Syria with Jack. When he opened his eyes he was dressed in his
desert khakis, hat and boots, and was in the middle of a sandstorm.
Covering his face with a scarf, he could barely open his eyes
against the stinging sand as it blasted his body, tiny pellets
ripping against his skin as he struggled to walk forward against
it; the chanting vibrating in his ears.

Through the slits of his eyes as they peered
through the gauze of his scarf, he could see his destination in the
distance ahead and knew he had to get there at all costs. He closed
his eyes and forged on, the sand feeling like it was tearing off
fragments of his skin with each step he took.

When he could opened his eyes again, he was
closer and could make out what looked like a promenade lined with
stone figures. He closed his eyes again and moved forward. Suddenly
the sand stopped beating at him. The chanting stopped, too. Pure
dead silence. He dropped the scarf from his face and opened his
eyes.

He was at the mouth of the promenade lined
with the stone figures, each exactly like the other, winged like
birds, sitting on their haunches like lions, talons on their claws
like eagles, large firm breasts on their chest, but the faces were
worn off from what could have been thousands of years of sandstorms
just like the one he’d just come through. He took a step forward,
slowly.

His mind rippled like a computer as he
walked past each statue, trying to think of what they were, where
he was, Iraq? Iran? Were they Assyrian?
Sumerian? Babylonian? He needed Jack. Jack would know.
“Jack?” he called out to the air as he walked past the dozens of
stone figures. “Jack, I need you. Where are you?”

When he looked ahead, he could see it, an
enormous standing statue with arms outstretched, more than one set,
but he couldn’t see what it was.

The wind started up again and the sand and
began to fly, stronger and stronger as he got closer to the
gigantic figure. When he reached the foot of the statue, sand
filled the air until he was blinded to the point where, when he
looked up at the twenty foot high figure, he couldn’t make out
anything identifiable. “Jack?” he called out again as he covered
his face.

A voice came out of the sand, muffled
and unrecognizable; telling him to do something. He felt the earth
start to tremble under his feet, rumblings at first, then quakes
increasing in violence until he felt he might fall. “Jack, help
me?” he cried out as the strength of the quakes brought him to his
knees, the voice telling him what to do. “Dig!” it said. “Dig!” and he did, pushing back the sand at the
foot of the figure with his bare hands. “Dig! Dig! Dig!”

Soon he could see blood on his hands as he
kept pushing back the sand. He felt the pain in his fingertips; his
fingernails coming off one by one as he worked them furiously, the
earth continuing to shake underneath him. “Jack, please. I’m
drowning,” he cried out, anguished.

He went to call out again but before he could
open his mouth, the earth beneath him gave one great shattering
spasm; the ground opened up before him, splitting apart into an
ever wide-ning chasm. He fell. Falling, falling, “Jaaaacccckkkk!”
he cried out as the ground closed up above him, swallowing him into
its blackness, alone with nothing but the echo of his own voice and
the darkness surrounding him.

***

He woke the next morning on the floor. Simon
was kneeling next to him, worry written all over his face. “Mitch,
are you alright?”

“Huh?”

“I heard you from next door calling out
for Jack,” Simon said, taking him by his arm to help him up onto
the bed.

“Where am I?” Mitch asked breathlessly,
soaked in sweat.

“We’re in England. Don’t you remember?”
Simon asked. He was getting very worried.

“Oh, yeah. It’s okay, I remember now,”
he said, putting his hand over his eyes, the brightness of the sun
through the curtains making them hurt. “I was just having a bad
dream. Help me stand up will ya, Simon.” Simon helped him up. He
was shaky but still strong. Just in case, Simon put his arm around
Mitch’s waist and walked with him to the bathroom. “I’m going to
take a shower. Wait for me here, will ya?” Mitch asked as Simon
turned to go.

Yes, sir,” Simon said and came back to sit
down on the bed, preparing to wait, thinking, That must have been
some dream.

A statement Mitch could neither confirm nor
deny, because from the minute he saw Simon’s face, he couldn’t
remember anything about it. All he knew was that when he went to
step into the shower, his arms and legs ached like he’d been
climbing Mount Everest for a month.

When he came out of the shower, he had his
hair in a ponytail. He just didn’t have the wherewithal to fuck
with it. Simon was still sitting there, waiting patiently for him.
“Come on, let’s go get something to eat,” was all Mitch could say
as he put his arm around Simon’s shoulder. “Just promise me, no
kidneys or herring, please,” he said laughingly as they walked
through the door out into the courtyard between the two
buildings.

“Blaaaaahh!” was all Simon could say in
return.

It hadn’t occurred to either of them that
Mitch hadn’t had one single drink that night.

“I had a return email from Dr.
Edgeworth,” Simon said as he shoveled his breakfast into his mouth.
“…actually it was from Alida saying that Dr. Edgeworth was pleased
to hear from us and glad to hear that the work was going well.
“They got the picture and sketch attachments,” he finished, downing
a cup of black coffee. “There was no mention of Lady Cotswold, so I
take it this message was in response to the first one I sent. They
probably haven’t gotten the second one yet. Oh, and it said that
Dr. Edgeworth returns your PS.”

That part made Mitch a little misty. Maybe he
was getting old, but he missed home, he missed Jack and the Museum.
Things just didn’t seem right. First it was Sandrine, then Lady
Cotswold disappearing. Even with the unearthing of the cross and
the sword, he just felt like he didn’t want to be there anymore, he
felt…threatened.

***

Jed came over to the table to ask about Lady
Cotswold. He hadn’t told Sandrine that she’d gone. He felt that in
her state, it would be best to keep it from her as long as he
could, but how long could that be?

Jed had just left their table when Deck came
rushing up to them. “Have you seen Malcolm?” His normally pale skin
was even paler. Mitch and Simon looked at each other…then back at
him, shaking their heads.

“No, not since last night.”

Deck sat down at the table. “He isn’t in his
room, and his bed hasn’t been slept in,” he said nervously. “Mal is
as regular as clockwork. He’d never leave off without telling me.
He was so sick when he went to his room last night. Something’s
happened to him. I know it. I can feel it. He must have gone to the
hospital in the middle of the night. I don’t want to worry Ivy or
Jed until I know something. Dr. Bramson, can you go with me,
please?” Deck pleaded, his eyes filling with water and worry. Mitch
stood up with a bolt.

“Simon, you stay here in case he comes
back. We’ll check the hospital. If he doesn’t come back and anyone
asks, he went with us for…supplies,” Mitch said and rushed out with
Deck in tow, leaving Simon there to wonder, First Sandrine; then Lady Cotswold; and now Malcolm. What the
hell is going on around here? He reached in his shirt,
touching the amulet still hanging around his neck. Within seconds
the soundless voice came to him.

“Be brave, Holly for I am
with thee.”

***

Mitch and Deck arrived back at the inn an
hour and a half later. They’d checked both area hospitals and
hadn’t found Malcolm. Simon was still waiting where they’d left
him, working on his laptop. He looked up when he saw them and shook
his head. They’d just sat down about to talk about their next move
when Fi came over with a pot of coffee. From the look on their
faces, she assumed they knew. “So you’ve ‘eard already?” she asked,
the blood seeming to drain from her face more with each word.

“Heard what? Deck said impatiently,
distracted by his own thoughts of Malcolm.

“My sister says they found pieces of
‘im all along the side the road, torn apart. Police say it wuz a
wild dog. The postman found ‘is ‘ead in the road ‘round dawn. The
men ‘ave been out with guns and huntin’ dogs lookin’ for the animal
all mornin’.”

Simon kept his head down trying not to faint,
crossed himself then reached to touch the amulet again through the
cloth of his shirt.

Deck’s eyes swam in his head. He jumped up
like a wild man, grabbing the girl by the arm.

“What are you telling me, girl?” he
bellowed at her with a shake, scaring her half to death. She
flinched and tried to pull away, afraid he might hurt
her.

“Alec from the next village,” she said
and started to cry. They all looked at her, not
following.

“What?” Deck shouted, shaking her
again.

“They say it ‘appened on his way home
from ‘ere last night. Can I go now?” she said, shaking and sobbing.
Deck let go of her arms and sat back down, putting his head in his
hands, a tear of relief running down the side of his cheek, relived
that it wasn’t his Mal.

Mitch put his arm around him, holding him up.
“It’ll be alright. Take a breath. It was a bad scare, but it wasn’t
him. Take a deep breath.”

And he did, a deep heaving sigh of relief,
and looked at Mitch, “What are we going to do?”

Suddenly Simon heard the soundless
voice again. “Maybe he went out to the
castle,” it said. Simon’s lips moved, repeating it out
loud, unable to stop himself, an unearthly echo in his voice. Mitch
and Deck both looked at him, then each other.

“Let’s go.”

***

The door to Malcolm’s car was open when they
got there, but no one was inside. Mitch was the first to see the
shirt in the path as they headed in. It was Malcolm’s, the one he
had been wearing the night before at the bar, caked with dried
blood.

A few feet ahead were his trousers; more
blood, then his socks and his shoes. Deck picked them up as he went
along. By the time they got to the site, they weren’t sure what
they’d find but at least they knew he was there.

“Malcolm, it’s Mitch. Are you here?”
Nothing.

“Mal, it’s Deck. Where are you?” Deck
called out, his voice distraught. Nothing.

Mitch and Simon were about to go around the
perimeter when they heard the sound of rocks falling somewhere in
the central area.

Deck dashed off toward the sound. “Mal, it’s
Deck!” he shouted again, then heard the sound of more rocks falling
in the distance over in the corner of the central area, and headed
in that direction.

He stopped in his tracks when he heard the
growling. The hair on the back of his neck stood up. “Mal?” he
called out quietly, going toward the sound, turning the corner into
the pit where Malcolm had been working the day before, and stopped.
He couldn’t move.

Malcolm was crouched down on all fours in the
corner of the pit. Naked and covered in blood and dirt, he snarled
at Deck, his bright white teeth sharp and bared, thick clumps of
saliva trailing out of the corners of his mouth like a mad dog, his
blue gray eyes no longer his brother’s, but something…inhuman.

Deck’s poor mind fractured. What he was
seeing was beyond all of his human understanding, his brother had
gone mad. “Mal,” Deck said quietly and went towards him, “It’s
Deck.”

There was a sound and movement to the side,
it was Mitch and Simon. The Mal-wolf turned its head toward them,
rearing on its hind legs. Mitch pushed Simon behind him
instinctively and for a split second, saw its eyes and felt his
spine shrivel as the creature barked and snapped at him. “Mal,”
Deck called out to it again. The Mal-wolf turned back to Deck but
before he could get another word out, the Mal-Wolf crouched back on
its haunches and lunged at him, sinking his teeth into Deck’s calf
before he had a chance to leap clearly away.

Deck went down screaming. The next sound was
the tinny whine of a shovel as it struck the back of the Mal-Wolf’s
head; the ear splitting cry of a wounded animal as it went down,
its blood-covered body twitching maniacally as it fell back into
the pit, collapsing into a heap.

When Deck looked back up, Mitch was standing
over him with a shovel in his hand. Thinking quickly, Simon limped
as fast as he could to the tent to get some rope and the first aid
kit.

Mitch and Simon tied the Mal-wolf up, wrist
to wrist and ankle to ankle, then Mitch went back to Deck and knelt
beside him. They looked into each other’s eyes and knew—without
saying it, they knew. Malcolm had killed that boy.

Shuddering with pain and on the verge of
going into shock, Deck grabbed hold of Mitch’s arm and looked
pleadingly into his eyes. “They’ll lock him up, Dr. Bramson…or put
him in an asylum for the rest of his life. Please, don’t let them
do that to him. He’s never hurt anyone in his life. You saw him,
that wasn’t my Mal in that pit. He’s sick…they’ll hang him. Please
help him Dr. Bramson, please,” Deck cried, breaking into heaving
sobs.

Simon listened silently as he knelt down tend
to Deck’s leg and looked to Mitch. “We’ve got to get him into the
stream and wash the blood off, as soon as possible,” Simon said,
with certainty in his voice, as if he knew what Mitch would do
before he did.

Mitch understood and knew they had to cover
it up. Everything inside Mitch told him that thing in the pit was
not Malcolm Farthing and nothing…nothing would let him stand by and
watch that poor sick kid swing for it.

Mitch looked back to Simon, his green cat
eyes intent with another decision he’d just made. “I…” he stressed,
“…am going to do this and it’ll make me an accessory to murder. If
we’re caught, Deck and I will both go to jail, but I didn’t pull
you out of Holy Family to sacrifice you to a jail cell. I don’t
want you to have any part in this. Do you understand me?” he said,
pointing his finger commandingly at him.

Without hesitation, Simon looked back into
Mitch’s eyes, his big blue eyes resigned and more adult than Mitch
had ever seen them before and said, “Where you go, I go. There’s no
other way for me.”

Mitch took a deep breath and let it out,
wiping the sweat from his forehead with his sleeve. “Just promise
me that if we’re caught you’ll let me protect you and save
yourself.” Mitch looked to Deck, his face smeared with dirt and
tears. He understood the pact, and nodded. He would shield Simon,
too, for what Mitch would do for Mal. The pact was sealed.

“Okay, see if there’s anything in the
tent we can scrub him with, brushes, rags, soap, anything,” Mitch
said and turned back to Deck. “Can you help me carry him?” Deck
nodded, still shaking from both the physical and emotional trauma.
He knew what was at stake and would do what he had to.

After they got Mal back to the tent, they
dressed him with whatever they had, bundling the bloody clothes
they’d found along the path to burn in the furnace at the inn.
Simon gave him his tee-shirt, Deck’s over shirt, Mitch’s socks and
khaki shorts, then carried him, still bound, to the SUV.


Chapter XV

 


IVY

 


I know a girl from a lonely street

Cold as ice cream but still as sweet

Dry your eyes, Sunday girl . . .

J’ai peur que fait, Sunday girl.

(I’m afraid of what you’ll do, Sunday
girl.)

Sunday Girl

………As performed by Blondie

 


 


Pacing back and forth outside the kitchen
door, Mitch waited for Deck to come out, listening to the muffled
voices coming from within. “…a coma! I want to go!” he heard Ivy’s
shrill voice shout, then Deck’s.

“I’m as worried as you are, but there’s
nothing you can do tonight. He’s quiet and not in any pain. It’s
the best we can hope for until the tests come back
tomorrow.”

Mitch’s conscience got the better of him. He
couldn’t just stand there and let Deck take it all on himself. He
pushed through the door. Deck turned, fear coming into his eyes
again. “I don’t think…” he said when he first saw Mitch come
through the door, then when he saw Mitch’s face, just shook his
head, threw up his hands and quietly went out though the back
door.

Ivy was leaning against the sink, her arms
crossed, her face flushed with confusion and concern for her
brother. When she looked up at Mitch, her eyes changed from worry
to fury as he walked up to her. “I just want to tell you how sorry
I am. I’ll do anything I can to help,” he said softly, shaking his
head and looking down, trying to avoid her icy stare.

“Haven’t you done enough!” she shouted
at him,

“Please, I just want to help,” he said,
ready to take whatever he had to.

“We don’t need your help, and I don’t
want it. Why don’t you just leave?” she hissed at him. “Look what
you’ve done! You come here and destroy our lives. Now my brother is
lying in a hospital bed because of you and your little expedition.”
He looked up at her and saw the pure hatred in her eyes. “You want
to help? Get out! Go back where you came from and leave us alone!
Get out!” she shouted as she came at him. “I hate you! I hate you,”
she screamed, pounding on his chest.

Mitch grabbed her by the arms, trying to hold
her still. She was hysterical, her face almost purple with rage.
Without thinking, he pulled her close and kissed her, hard on the
mouth, then let her go.

“You bastard!” she shrieked, drawing
back violently in disgust, black rage in her eyes, and slapped him,
hard across the face. He didn’t flinch. He just took it. She
slapped him again, this time with the full force of her body behind
it. He looked up at her, his own anger welling up uncontrollably
from a place below his waist.

Before he could stop himself his own hand was
in motion slapping her back, the full measure of his large hand
landing on her cheek, spinning her hard against the sink
behind.

She turned back to him, flying at him like
some wild thing, throwing herself against him, tearing at his hair,
clawing at his face. “I hate you! I hate you!” He grabbed her by
her wrists and closed his eyes to keep her from doing any real
damage. The next thing he knew her lips had found his, pressing
hard, her tongue forcing his mouth open and felt himself being
pushed back onto the large block kitchen table, the full weight of
her on top of him.

***

Upstairs Deck had just closed his door, not
hearing anything from downstairs. He was so worried about Malcolm
and what could come of it, he’d completely forgotten about the bite
on the leg that Malcolm had given him.

He couldn’t get that image out of his mind,
Malcolm, his Malcolm charging at him like a…like a…wolf. He would
never have believed it, still couldn’t believe it. Looking into his
brother’s eyes as he leapt was like looking into the face of
madness itself.

His leg started to throb and he looked down.
His pant leg was torn and bloody. His head started to spin. He
started to shiver and had to sit down. He barely made it to the
chair before he collapsed, the throb in his leg suddenly turning to
a shooting pain that seemed to take his leg right out from
underneath him.

When his head settled, he took off his boots;
undid his jeans and pulled them down from the waist, wriggling out
of them to avoid having to stand up again. The jagged bite mark
almost made him faint. It was larger than he would have imagined
and deeper. The dried blood around the edges had turned black and
the inside was weeping thick, yellow ooze. His sock was soaked with
it.

He reached into his bedside table and took
out a wad of handkerchiefs, dabbing it dry then tying it closed
with what was left. He had to make it to the bathroom to clean it
out.

Holding on to the table, the bed post,
the wall, whatever was sturdy in his path, Deck worked his way
around the room to his bathroom and sat himself down on the toilet
seat. That poor sad boy. Could
Mal have really done that to him, torn him limb from limb, into
pieces like…a butcher? Not his
Malcolm. Deck’s mind didn’t want to believe it, but
his heart told him it was true. He’d seen it with his own eyes,
Malcolm covered in blood not his own, and the way he’d come at him.
Mal would’ve torn his throat out if Dr. Bramson hadn’t hit him from
behind, and he was his own brother. He’d killed that boy and if it
hadn’t been for Dr. Bramson thinking as quickly as he had, he’d
have killed him, too. Did we get it
all? he wondered about the blood. He didn’t know. He
had to count on Dr. Bramson’s cool head and experience.

Even as he sat there, his own blood and ooze
leaking out of his leg, he couldn’t get that picture out of his
head. The way Malcolm looked, seething, ferocious, his teeth bared
like…an animal’s, and all that blood, on his face, in his hair.
Fuck, he was covered in it. He must have ripped that boy’s flesh
from his body with his own teeth.

Deck’s vision began to narrow, he was going
gray. He grabbed for the sink ledge to hold himself up. With what
little strength he had left he hoisted himself up to the sink and
vomited. His head stopped spinning, but then his leg ached, burning
like fire.

He opened the medicine cabinet over the sink
and grabbed what he could; an antiseptic, iodine, gauze and tape
before letting his weight take him back down to sit on the toilet.
He went to take off his sock. It was already stuck to his foot with
the drainage from the wound.

Gritting his teeth, he gave it a pull,
wanting to cry out loud but managed to keep it to a low whimper. He
wrapped his foot in a towel from the bar beside the tub and poured
the antiseptic over it. The foam it released sent up a cloud of gas
into his face that made him want to vomit again, thick with the
smell of infection.

How can that be? It hasn’t
been more than a few hours. He held back his gag
reflex until the feeling passed, then poured the iodine. It stung
him so bad he was sure he’d faint, leaning his head on the sink
ledge until it passed. Then with what little energy he had left, he
covered the gaping wound with the gauze and used the tape to pull
it closed, reinforcing it with strap after strap of tape. It took
him a while to recover, but when he did, he used all the strength
he had left to drag himself over to his bed, pull back the covers
and slide himself in. Then he closed his eyes.


Chapter XVI

 


SEAN

 


See me, Feel me, Touch me, Heal me…….

Tommy

……...As performed by The
Who

 


 


Deck opened his eyes the next day,
still in the clothes he went to bed in. He thought it had all been
a bad dream, Malcolm, the murdered boy and…his leg, then he pulled
back the covers. He still had the bandage on his leg.
God, it wasn’t a dream. But at least
he could be grateful that the pain was gone.

He got up and undressed on his way to the
shower, unwrapping the bandage when he got into the stall. The
wound had stopped leaking and had sealed itself shut, but it was
still black around the edges and had started…flaking. Small, thin,
black discs of dried skin came off on the bandage, falling onto the
shower floor as he moved his leg, but at least it was closed and
didn’t hurt. He felt nothing at all around it, dead flesh.

As he washed over it with the washcloth, more
flakes, and he could see that the skin underneath was black too,
and green. He took the antiseptic bottle again and dowsed it. It
foamed again, but there wasn’t the same infected smell as there was
the first time, and he sighed a deep breath of relief.

When he got out of the shower he
treated it with more iodine and rewrapped it tightly, then dried
off and got dressed to go down stairs to do…What? What am I supposed to do now? His first
thought was to go back out on the dig, assuming Dr. Bramson would
still have him. “But why?” he asked himself. “Because you owe him,”
was his first answer. “You owe him for saving your life. You owe
Simon for thinking quickly and cleaning Malcolm up before they took
him to the hospital so no one would ever know what he did to that
boy.” He was sure Dr. Bramson would agree. “They would have to act
like nothing out of the ordinary had happened, so no one would get
suspicious. They’d agreed to something. What?…something…a stone had
fallen from one of the walls or the tower and had hit Malcolm on
the head, that was how he got knocked out. He heard Dr. Bramson
tell the doctors that when they took him to the hospital, and
that’s what he told Ivy when he came in,” but it all seemed so
muddled and cloudy, like a thick fog had rolled through his brain
and was just then clearing in the daylight. Yes that was it, I remember now. It was
settled.

He would take Ivy to the hospital so she
could see Mal for herself then go back to the dig. He looked at the
clock on his bed side table. It was ten o’clock. He had to talk to
Dr. Bramson before anyone else did, and Simon. They’d all agreed it
was a rock and as long as they didn’t find any blood, nothing could
be proven. Malcolm would be safe and Ivy would never know. No one
was ever to know.

When he went down stairs, Mitch and Simon
were waiting for him in a booth. He went over and sat down with
them. He was so preoccupied with what they were going to do that he
didn’t even notice the scratches on Mitch’s face and neck, like
he’d been scratched by a cat. “Listen and say nothing,” Mitch said
to him in a deep serious voice. “This is what we’re going to do…”
and he outlined again the plan they were going to stick to.

It was just as Deck had remembered; a rock
had fallen from the lower tower. Malcolm was working underneath it.
It struck him on the head.

Mitch was sure that he and Simon had scrubbed
all traces of blood off Mal in the stream and since they’d each
donated a piece of clothing, there was nothing left to connect
Malcolm to the murder. It was just lucky that he’d had another pair
of shorts in the tent for when it got hot.

As far as he could figure, Malcolm was clean,
and even if there were microscopic traces of blood on him, they’d
have no reason to test for it since they’d taken him to the
hospital on the opposite side of Exton from where the boy was
killed, not to mention that the way the boy was killed would lead
the police to look for an animal and not a human.

As long as Mal stayed in a coma and didn’t
come back as the thing they’d seen, it was pretty well covered all
the way around. But what none of them could explain to each other,
or themselves, was what had really happened.

What could have driven Malcolm into such a
deranged state of insanity that he could believe himself to be a
wolf and do such a thing to another human being?

***

Three thousand miles away, Jack
Edgeworth was looking at a printed copy of the second email from
Simon. Maddie abandoned the project?
he thought and read it again. Can’t be. Not the Maddie I know. She’d be on it like a hungry pit bull
on a bone. Something must have happened, and he heard
his little voice speak to him in the back of his mind.
“Something’s wrong.”

“Alida,” he called into the box on his
desk. “Could you try to reach Lord Cotswold for me, remember it’s
England and it’s five hours later there.”

“Chess, Dr. Edgeworth,” Alida’s voice
came back through the box.

***

Less than a thousand miles to the north,
another secretary in another office called into another black box
on another desk. The name on that door read, “Julian Bramson III,
President and CEO.”

“Mr. Bramson,” his pretty, young,
blonde secretary spoke into the box on her desk. “There’s a man
here to see you. He says it’s a private matter. His name is Robert
Kinsella.”

“Send him in, Michelle,” the voice came
back out of the box to her.

“You can go right in,” Michelle said
getting up to show the small black-haired man to the door, opening
it and allowing him to pass into the office. “Is there anything I
can get for your meeting, Mr. Bramson,” she asked over the man’s
shoulder.

“No, Michelle, I don’t expect we’ll be
long, just hold all my calls until Mr. Kinsella leaves please,”
Bramson said smiling until she closed the door behind her, then his
expression changed. “Do you have anything on him yet?” Bramson said
as the black-haired man sat in the chair opposite his big modern
desk.

“Only that there hasn’t been any
activity on his credit cards for over two weeks and no sign of him
at the Dakota, or the Museum, in the same time period. I don’t
think he’s in New York. I have an associate checking the airlines
to see if he’s flown anywhere, and since there doesn’t seem to be a
need for medieval scholars in Miami, Chicago or Los Angeles, my
guess is that he’s out of the country somewhere. I have my guy
checking all the international flights for the last month. Don’t
worry. I’ll find him,” the small black-haired man said, his eyes
twinkling at the dollar signs that were dancing before them in the
form of the check the old man had in his hand.

“Don’t come back until you have
something, and I want you to keep an eye on Jack Edgeworth, too. He
may lead you to him, and I want to know if he leaves New York,” the
old man ordered then stood up dismissing the man, not bothering to
shake his hand before he left.

***

The plan of action decided, Deck went to
fetch Ivy and take her to the hospital, leaving Mitch and Simon
alone at the table.

Out of the corner of his eye, Simon saw
a small black car pull up outside the front door of the inn and
heard a soundless voice, but this time it wasn’t the old man. It
was-the black haired woman, Gayle. “Come,” it said. “We have
work to do.” Simon stood up.

“I don’t feel so well, Dr. Bramson. I
think I’ll go lie down for a while if that’s okay,” he said,
looking a little green around the gills.

Mitch saw it and agreed; having
completely forgotten what kind of effect the violence of the
previous day’s discovery must be having on Simon, especially with
his background. The poor kid. It really
must have been an awful strain on him.

“Yes, Simon. I’m so sorry you had to
see all that,” he said, taking Simon’s hand and giving it a
squeeze. “You go and get some rest. I’ll stay here and keep an eye
on things until Deck gets back,” Mitch said, his own eyes red and
bloodshot from the strain and lack of sleep. Simon moved slowly to
leave the table. He didn’t want to let go of Mitch’s hand; leaving
him that way, all by himself. He heard the voice again.

“Hurry, boy! We haven’t much
time.” He followed it obediently, going to his room,
climbing out of the window and into the black car waiting for him
by the side of the building. They made a strange pair that morning
as they walked into the hospital entrance; a very tall, very
stylish woman, all in black, and a smallish young man with curly
black hair and a limp.

As they walked past the reception desk, the
desk attendant spoke to them. “Pardon me, but you have to sign in
and get a p…” Gayle raised her hand; nonchalantly pointing her
finger at him. The attendant’s lips stopped mid-word and he sat
back down as they walked past.

It took them only a few minutes to find the
room where Malcolm was lying unconscious. “How did you know…” Simon
started to ask.

“I can smell him. Can’t
you?”

Simon took a second as they walked, trying to
smell him before they pushed open the door. He picked up a gamey,
earthy smell. It reminded him of what he imagined hunters might
smell like, and he knew she was right.

Once they were in the room, the voice
told him, “Pull the curtains,”
so he did. Gayle stood back from the bed and the voice
said, “Heal him.” Simon looked
at her…frightened…his big blue eyes rolling like marbles at what
she’d told him to do. He heard it again, insistently.
“Heal him!” And she handed him one of
the black roots and a small, sharp-looking knife from her purse. He
took them, remembering what the old man had taught him.

His hands shaking, he sliced the root in half
with the knife then sliced the palm of his right hand; rubbing the
cut part of the root with his blood. Gayle went over to Malcolm on
the bed, dead to the world.

She lifted up his head and pulled back
the bandage covering his wound. Simon went over and put the
blood-soaked end of the root on the stitched wound at the back of
Malcolm’s head and held it there. “Now say
the words,” her soundless voice said to him. Simon’s
lips started to move, mumbling in the language the old man had
taught him.

Malcolm’s body started twitching
uncontrollably; little, pulsing jolts of electric current running
through his nerves. His eyes flew open and his lips moved to speak.
Gayle waved her hand in front of his face, “Sleep!” Malcolm’s head fell back into Simon’s
hand. Gayle nodded and backed away from the bed, handing Simon a
pillowcase she picked up from the fresh linen on the chair beside
the bed. “He will not wake until I tell
him. Now wrap the root. Take it back and burn it in the open air.
Say the words when you see the smoke rise into the sky and he will
be free,” her soundless voice said to him.

They passed Deck and Ivy on the road as they
left the hospital parking lot and drove back to the Inn in silence.
Before Simon got out of her car, Gayle looked at him, her eyes
softening in a way he hadn’t seen before and said with her own
voice, with sound. “You have done well, Holly. I apologize for
being harsh with you the other night. Old Amos was right and I was
wrong. Call on me if you need me…” and she handed him a small
figure of a bird, carved out of wood, painted black and attached to
a thin leather string, “…and I will come.”

When he held out his hand to take it,
he saw the cut in his palm was healed. He looked at her, saying in
his own soundless voice, “How?
When?” She gave him a saucy wink. Then as he went to
get out of the car she smiled at him and said to him in her
soundless voice, “Your Master smells like
ripe wheat, fresh from the harvest. I like that. Guard him well. I
will guard you.”

“I will,” Simon said in his own voice,
smiling and blushing as he got out of the car.

***

Lady Madeline rushed frantic and breathless
through the entry doors at Cotswold Manor; her hair askew, her eyes
wild with urgency. “Neville! Neville!” she cried out as she ran
through the entry hall and burst through the drawing room doors. No
one. Silence. Panicked, she ran out and down the hall towards the
sun room in the back of the house, crying out, “Neville! George!
Somebody, please!”

Shadows moved behind the opaque glass of the
sun room doors. She ran to them, throwing open the doors wildly.
“Nev…” and stopped, stunned by what she saw. Lord Neville Cotswold,
the love of her life, was standing before her for the first time in
five years, a wooden cane in each hand. George was standing
guardedly next to him, expressions of surprise on both their faces.
“Maddie! What…?” Lady Madeline’s eyes blinked for a moment and she
collapsed on the floor.

***

She woke to the taste of brandy on her lips,
finding herself lying on the drawing room sofa, Lord Neville
stroking her hand lovingly and smiling, “Yes, it is a miracle isn’t
it, my love?” She leaned up and threw her arms around him, holding
him tightly. “I dreamt…I dreamt that you were dead.”

“No, no, my dear. I’m fine…more than
fine. I can walk,” Neville said consoling his wife and giving her
another sip of brandy. “But I had the strangest dream, too. I
dreamt that three men came to me in the night. One of them spoke to
me telling me that you had done them a great service and that it
was your heart’s wish that I should walk again. He touched my legs.
The next morning when I woke, I sat up in my bed by myself, just
like I used to and could move them over the side.”

As she looked into her husband’s
sincere gray eyes; a fleeting remembrance, a whisper from deep in
the back of her mind, “Thou hast done well,
daughter of Eve, and for thy aid we shall reward thee both now and
hence.” Lady Madeline broke into great heaving sobs of
relief, clinging closely to Lord Neville, weeping on his shoulder
as he held her closer, stroking the beautiful auburn hair that
would never have to be colored again, feeling the same way he had
on their wedding night.

***

Mitch sat alone at the table, the
repercussions of the previous twenty-four hours ganging up on him.
It started with Sandrine. She still couldn’t come out of her room
or even look at light, for God’s sake. Then Lady Madeline
disappearing, out of nowhere, without a word. Now Malcolm losing
his fucking mind and killing that boy and him sticking his neck out
to cover it up.

It all seemed to come back to him
somehow, just like Ivy had said. He was a spoiler. If he hadn’t
come there none of it would have happened. Could that be true? But why? He saw Sean Donnelly
walk into the inn and Sean’s words came back to him, ‘Leave it
alone,’ he’d said that first night. It struck him like yet another
sharp slap to the face. It couldn’t be.
It’s just not fucking possible, or is it? Could it be that there’s
something wrong with that place? He’d heard of such
things happening, but in all his travels, he’d never had any reason
to believe it was anything more than local superstition.

“I hear you might be in need of an
extra man, Dr. Bramson,” Sean said as he sat down next to him, Yale
lying down on the floor by their feet. Mitch snapped out of it. “I
just heard from Constance Farrow over at the café that Malcolm’s
had an accident and is in hospital. I also heard about the French
girl and the antique shop.” Mitch looked at him, arching his
eyebrows, picking up on the ever so subtle tone in his voice,
controlled but implying nonetheless, and could tell Sean was going
to go into that spooky nonsense about the site again.

Deciding to give him free reign to vent
whatever he’d come there to say, Mitch took a deep breath, pressing
his temples with his hand. “Okay, Sean, what exactly is it about
the site that makes you think there’s something wrong with it?”

“Has it not occurred to you, Dr.
Bramson, to think how or why a medieval castle in England of all
places, could go undiscovered or unnoticed and untouched for so
long?” Sean asked him pointedly. “Unless someone or something
wanted it that way? Could it be that for all those centuries it’s
given off some sort of subliminal signal to anyone coming close; a
warning to stay away, like reverse radar? Then when I stumbled into
it, blind to what it was trying to tell me, I was struck
blind?”

“Sean, please, what are you asking me
to believe, that it’s haunted? Cursed in some way?” Mitch asked,
incredulous.

Sean shrugged.

Mitch couldn’t help but think then of the
look in Malcolm’s eyes when he’d first met him and then again as
the Mal-wolf. He wasn’t the same person or even a person at all at
that point.

“Take me out there, Dr. Bramson. Now.
Today,” Sean said, putting his hand on Mitch’s wrist as he’d done
that first night; this time most certainly not drunk.

“But if that’s what you really think,
then why would you want to go back out there? Aren’t you afraid?”
Mitch asked him, trying logic to convince him not to continue on
with this.

“Yes. I am very afraid. At first I
wanted you to take me with you to prove to myself that I was not
insane, or maybe that I was. But now, after the French girl and
Malcolm, I need to do something to keep something from happening to
anyone else. If it kills me, so be it. But at least it will
convince you to leave it be and go home,” he said, gripping Mitch’s
wrist tighter and doing his best to find Mitch’s eyes with his
blind ones.

“Malcolm was struck on the head by a
falling stone, Sean,” Mitch lied to him, desperately trying to
convince himself that that was, indeed, true.

“Dr. Bramson,” he leaned in whispering,
“…other than for the disappearance of that girl, there has not been
a murder in this village or anywhere near it in over fifty years,
not since before the Great War and both events happened when
someone went into the ruins, first the girl that I followed, and
look what happened to me; now you and your people, Malcolm and that
murdered boy, within twelve hours? Something bad is going on around
here!”

Mitch felt a coldness about what Sean said.
Sean knew some-thing. Fuck! Mitch didn’t know why that should have
surprised him. Sean was a cop after all, and a CID.

“Please take me out there,” Sean said
again.

“Okay, let’s go,” Mitch said, throwing
up his hands as he stood up from the table; a long blackening
shadow of dread coming over his mind and his…soul.

“Thank you, Dr. Bramson,” Sean said,
sighing with relief.

***

As they approached the entrance of the path
to the site, Sean started to tremble then stopped, turning to
Mitch. “Could I ask you for a very embarrassing favor, Dr.
Bramson?” Sean asked, a slight quiver in his voice, like a small
child who was terrified of going into the dentist’s chair.

“Of course, Sean,” Mitch replied, his
humanity willing to give the poor man anything he
needed.

“Would you hold my hand as we go in?”
Sean said, wiping the tears out of his eyes with his shirt
sleeve.

It made Mitch think of Simon in the theater
and his conscience telling him not to let him suffer. And it wasn’t
like he hadn’t held Jack’s hand all those times himself, when he
was young and felt so alone and so afraid, the last time being when
they were wheeling Jack into surgery after his heart attack. He
didn’t answer; he just took Sean’s hand and held it tightly as they
walked.

When they got to the towers Sean stopped and
looked up. He knew where he was. He could feel it. Almost
trance-like, he let go of Mitch’s hand and walked between the
towers, his face always looking up toward the sky as if he expected
something to come crashing down on him at any minute. Mitch
followed close behind, giving him just enough space, in case Sean
tripped and he had to jump. Sean walked forward, as if by some
divination towards the Celtic cross they’d uncovered. He brought
his hands down and touched it. “What’s this?” Sean said, running
his hands over the carvings.

“It’s a Celtic cross we dug up from the
center of the main hall of the castle.” Sean moved slowly around,
touching it carefully, feeling the carvings. He stopped.

“What’s that?” Sean asked, his head
cocked to the direction of Malcolm’s pit.

“What’s what, Sean”?

“That sound. It’s a bird, an owl, I
think.”

“I’m sorry, Sean, I don’t hear
anything,” Mitch said, looking around into the trees, listening
closely.

“The cross…did you move it?” Sean
asked, tensing as he held on to it.

“It was toppled,” Mitch replied. “We
just stood it up after we uncovered it.”

“Do you hear that?” Sean asked again,
starting to twist around, trying to locate the direction of the
sound.

“Sean, I don’t hear anything. What is
it?” Mitch said getting nervous; going close to where Sean stood by
the cross. Before he could reach him Sean began twirling in a
circle, his arms outstretched to the sky.

“Oh, Lord!” Sean shouted, the sound of
owls screeching in his ears became almost deafening. “Oh Lord!” he
cried out again, turning faster in every direction in an ever
widening circle, tripping and stumbling over the uneven
ground.

“Oh Lord! Oh Lord!”

Mitch got scared and went to Sean, trying to
take him by the arm. Something bad was happening. He didn’t know
what, but it felt really…bad.

“Oh Lord!” Sean kept crying out,
resisting Mitch’s attempts to hold him still. He was in some kind
of religious ecstasy, like the fanatics who claim that God, the
Virgin, Jesus or some saint or other has been talking to them; like
he was hearing voices coming at him from all directions. He kept
turning to where he heard the last sound. Mitch couldn’t hear
anything. It was quiet, not even the sound of birds.

“Sean, let’s go. Come on,” Mitch said,
panic welling in his stomach as he tugged at Sean…he wouldn’t
budge. Instead he pulled farther away; spinning like a top, around
and around, calling to God. Mitch tried to hold on to him but he
had a hysterical strength, pulling away, like he didn’t even know
Mitch was there. Mitch grabbed at him again, putting his arms
around him in a bear hug, holding him with all his might. “Sean,
Stop! Please stop!”

“Oh, Lord! Oh, Lord.” Sean kept crying
out to the sky, then with a burst of energy he pulled away
violently, but it wasn’t like he’d pulled away. It was more like
something pulled him away, breaking Mitch’s hold on him and taking
him to the area behind the cross in a fever pitch of movement,
chanting, “Oh, Lord! Oh, Lord!”

Suddenly Sean gave out one long terrified
scream of agony and fell to his knees, beating at his lower body
and legs. “Snakes! Snakes!” he screamed, feeling them crawl up his
legs, dozens of them, hundreds of them, slithering around his
limbs, covering him; then wolves, tearing the flesh from his upper
body with razor-sharp fangs, pulling and gnawing; screams of
torment and agony. Another shrill cry and Sean fell over on his
side, rolling on the ground like a man on fire. Shaking and
twisting on the ground like he’d been struck by lightning, then
nothing, no movement, stillness.

Mitch ran to him, kneeling down beside him.
“Sean! Sean!” He pulled him into his arms, “Sean, please. Wake up!
Please wake up,” he cried as he held him close, rocking him and
holding him tightly.

Sean’s eyes opened then his mouth, but no
sound came out, only a strangled garbled sound. “Uh…ah…eh…”

Mitch had heard those sounds before. The man
had been struck dumb. He pulled Sean in close to his chest, holding
him as tightly as he could, crying like a baby. “It’s my fault,
Sean. It’s my fault.”


Chapter XVII

 


DECLAN

 


Heaven can wait, And a band of Angels
wrapped up in my heart, Will take me through the lonely night,
Through the cold of the day. And I know, I know, Heaven can wait,
And all the gods come down here just to sing for me, And the
melody's gonna make me fly, Without pain, without fear.

Heaven Can Wait

……..As performed by
Meatloaf

 


 


Deck sat by Malcolm’s bed, holding his hand;
Ivy pacing at the foot of the bed. He took Malcolm’s lifeless hand
and put it to his face, holding it close, and started to cry. Quiet
tears of regret and loneliness for his brother, thinking about how
he must have hurt him that day in the kitchen when he told him he
wanted to go to America. “I didn’t mean it, Mal,” he whispered as
he wept over the still body. “I won’t go away, I promise, I won’t
leave you. I’ll take care of you, always,” he said, remembering all
the times in his life that Malcolm had looked after him, all the
things Mal had done for him out of love that he took for granted
for so many years and might never know again.

Moved to action by her brother’s grief, Ivy
stopped pacing and went to him, putting her arms around him, “We
will always be together, we’ll take care of him together,” and put
her head on his shoulder to hold him and cry with him.

They had no way of knowing that while they
were at the hospital on the one side of the county that Dr.
Mitchell Bramson was pulling up to the hospital on the other side
of the county, driving like a mad man with only the barest presence
of mind not to deliver a patient to the same hospital two days
running. On the verge of hysteria himself when he ran into the
Emergency entrance for help to get Sean Donnelly out of the car, he
couldn’t even remember how he got him into the car to get
there.

The minute the reception nurse saw him she
knew from his dilated eyes, lack of color and nonsensical babbling
that he was in shock and called for a doctor, only gathering from
his babbling that there was someone else in the car outside. The
attendants took each of the men into separate areas; the first
doctor immediately gave Mitch a shot to calm him down and trying to
get a sensible story out of him about what’d happened to the other
man.

At first Mitch could only give their names
and that they were from Exton, he by way of America. From there all
he could say was that they were out walking and that Sean seemed to
go into some sort of a convulsion, then fell over and woke up dumb.
There was no way he could ever have told them what he really
thought, that something out at the site had hexed him; cursed him.
It would mean the psyche ward for him and they’d never let him out.
As it was, they seemed hesitant to come too close to him and called
a psychiatrist in to interview him before they would agree to let
him go.

But he didn’t go. He sat out in the waiting
room to find out about Sean. He could never just leave him there.
He was already overwhelmed with guilt for letting the man convince
him to take him out to the site in the first place. He should have
known better. After what he’d seen and heard from him in the bar
that first night, and then later in his room, he should have known.
It was irresponsible, unforgivable…and all his fault, so that when
Julie Donnelly came through the door, he was already primed for
what would follow.

He stood up when he saw her. “Devil! Bastard
devil! Look what you’ve done,” she spat as she rushed passed him to
the reception desk. He followed her.

“Please, Mrs. Donnelly, I’m so sorry,”
he pleaded, almost slurring from the medication they’d given
him.

“Don’t you come near me, you bastard.
You’re a devil!” she hissed at him, her hate filled eyes brimming
with tears. “I told ’im you were no good, that nothing good would
come of you, but ’e wouldn’t listen.” She burst into tears. “Just
leave us alone!” she screamed at him. The nurse came around the
desk and took her by the arm into the room where they had
Sean.

I deserved that, and
more, Mitch thought as he walked back to the car, his
head hanging low, his hair hiding his face; shame and
guilt.

***

When Deck and Ivy got back to the inn after
seeing Malcolm, there was some sense of calm about the place. Jed
and Fi had made sure breakfast and lunch went off alright and Ivy
was relieved to see that Mal looked well. His color was good. The
doctor said all his vital signs were stable and that his brain
scans were normal so if all went well, he might regain
consciousness soon.

The doctor also told her that he was
impressed with Malcolm’s remarkable recuperative powers saying that
when he came in the early scans had shown signs of brain damage but
that the morning’s follow-up scans proved the earlier tests wrong,
although he couldn’t be sure there wouldn’t be any permanent brain
damage until he was tested while conscious.

On the other hand, Deck was not feeling well
at all. He was tired and feverish. All he wanted to do was go
upstairs to his room and get some sleep. It had all been too much
for him. He just wanted to forget about it for a little while, so,
seeing that Ivy was calmed, the inn was quiet and Jed seemed more
grown up than he’d ever seen him before, he decided it was time to
give old Deck a rest and he went upstairs. He’d forgotten all about
his leg until he sat down in his chair to take off his boots and
saw the end of the bandage sticking out from under his sock. He
took off his pants figuring it was just as good a time as any to
change the bandage and clean the wound again.

When he took off the bandage, the smell
made his head swim. When he saw it, he had to sit back down. The
wound was closed, but not only was the flesh around it still black,
it was covered with thick layers of what looked like scales, sickly
greenish scales over black skin; and it had spread, starting down
by his ankle and creeping up towards his knee. Fuck, it must be infected, he thought, his mind
scrambling for what to do.

He got up slowly and went into his bathroom,
tuning on the hot water in his tub and continued the process he’d
started the day before, antiseptic, alcohol, iodine, adding now
bleach that was used to clean the tub. He scrubbed it and doused it
and scrubbed it again, finally dousing it with the bleach before
pouring the iodine over it and wrapping it again.

As he turned to leave the room, he looked in
the mirror, his eyes were different, the color had seemed to change
and his lips and tongue seemed to be taking on a bluish tint. His
stomach revolted and he threw up the toilet seat just in time to
vomit into it, little black flecks swimming around in the thick
yellow bile that came out of his throat.

Feeling his consciousness slipping away, he
fell to his knees, then over on his back using the last of his
energy to roll over on his stomach and crawl into his bed before
passing out.

***

“Deck, it’s dinner time. You’ve been
sleeping most of the day and you’ve still got to eat before your
shift,” Jed called through the door in between knocks. At first
there was no response, but after the second knock he heard Deck’s
voice, raspy, call out. “I’m sick, Jed. I can’t come down
tonight.”

Just then Simon was coming down the hall. He
wanted to see Deck, too, to find out if he knew where Dr. Bramson
had gone. No one had seen Mitch since morning.

“He’s sick,” Jed told Simon and went
downstairs to tell Ivy and prepare to work a double
shift.

Simon waited until Jed had gone before
he knocked on Deck’s door himself. “Deck, it’s Simon. Are you
alright? I’m looking for Dr. Bramson. Have you seen him?” When he
got no response his newly found sensitivity told him something was
wrong in there. He knocked again. “Deck, it’s Simon. Please let me
in.” When he didn’t get an answer the second time, he stepped back,
pointed his finger at the lock and, in his soundless voice
said, Open, breathing a sigh
of relief when he heard the click of the lock and saw the knob
turn.

Deck was lying in bed, his back to the door,
shivering and shaking feverishly, soaked with sweat, and there was
this sickly, rotting smell. Simon had to use all his concentration
to keep from vomiting.

He went over to the bed and spoke softly,
lightly putting his hand on his big friend’s shoulder, “Deck, it’s
Simon.” Deck rolled over and opened his eyes. Simon backed away,
putting his hand over his mouth to stop himself from screaming out
loud because when Deck opened his eyes, he had the slit-pupiled
yellow eyes of a serpent. But they weren’t threatening or violent.
They were sad, helpless and…pleading, a single tear running down
the side of his face. Deck opened his mouth to speak. “Please, help
me,” he said, a long, thin, black split tongue coming out of his
mouth as he formed the words.

Simon almost fainted and stepped back
further, grabbing hold of the chair to keep his knees from buckling
and giving out from underneath him. Instinctively, he grasped for
the amulet around his neck as he looked stunned into his big,
gentle friend’s eyes again, sad, lost, pleading eyes, once such a
beautiful blue gray. He went back close to him and knelt down
beside him, waving his hand in front of his face.
“Sleep, Deck,” Simon said sadly, and
Deck closed his eyes.

Simon turned back to the door and
pointed to the knob from across the room. “Lock,” he said, and waited for the click a
second later. He took out the amulet and held it in his
palm, “Help!” he said in his
soundless voice. A few seconds later he heard the old man’s
soundless voice say to him, “Show
me.”

Simon went over to the bed and pulled back
the covers, the smell that rose from the bed made him turn away and
rush to the toilet to vomit. When he came back to look, he saw Deck
was naked, but only half human. His legs had begun fusing
themselves together from the crotch down. His skin was patched all
over with slimy layers of greenish brown scales over large black
patches of flesh. His hands and feet had lost their bones and the
same fusing that had happened between his legs was happening under
his arms.

Simon held the amulet tightly,
“Do you see?” he said with his
soundless voice.

“Yes, I see,” the old man replied, but
not with his soundless voice this time, because when Simon turned
his head, the old man was standing behind him. “He is cursed as was
his brother.”

The old man walked over to the sick boy,
dropping a burlap sack by the side of the bed. Simon followed him.
“Stand back,” the old man said. Simon obeyed.

The old man reached into the bag and pulled
out a handful of dried holly leaves and sprinkled them over the
sick boy’s body, then more. He reached back into the bag and pulled
out something that looked to Simon like wood bark and put it in
Deck’s mouth.

In the bag again, he pulled out long strands
of dried greenery with purple flowers at the ends, quickly and
expertly braiding them with his gnarled fingers into a crown and
put it on Deck’s head. Then the old man reached into his pocket and
took out two jagged pieces of pinkish crystal and put them on
Deck’s eyes. “Stand thee there,” the old man ordered and pointed
Simon to the other side of the bed.

Once Simon was in place, the old man
reached into the bag again, drawing out a smaller cloth sack. He
pointed his two fingers at the head of the bed. It slid out from
the wall. He walked around it, bent over, pouring a thin line of
white crystals around the bed, completely encircled with himself
and Simon within its boundary. The old man took out a small,
sharp-looking knife from his pocket and made a small incision in
his wrist. He looked at Simon. “After I
speak, thou speaketh at my command.” Simon nodded. The
old man began dripping the blood from his wrist onto the sick boy,
starting at his head. “Thou were born a son
of Adam with the soul of a man,” the old man said and
looked to Simon.

“And thou wilt be a man again,” Simon
followed, prompted by the old man’s thoughts.

“Thou were born a son of
Adam with the heart of a man,” the old man said,
looking to Simon again.

“And thou wilt be a man again,” Simon
said, tears flowing freely now from his eyes as he moved closer to
the bed, letting them drop on his friend, hearing Deck’s words in
his mind, ‘That’s what friends are for.’

“The evil that hast touched
thee cannot own thee for thou were born of Adam at God’s
command,” the old man said, then looked at Simon and
said with his soundless voice, “Speak ye
the words with the conviction of thy spirit.”

In his mind, Simon could see again the
look in Deck’s eyes that day in the forest, comforting
and…protective…of him and a new emotion gained momentum within him,
anger, fury, hatred for the thing that had hurt his friend. That
was when he felt it for the first time, the old man’s gift, like a
small pin prick between his shoulder blades. It began to spread,
across his shoulders, down his spine and upwards through the back
of his head, running down his arms; a current flowing through him
as his anger grew. “Hurt me if you can,
monster. I’m used to pain. But you will not hurt my friend!”
bolted through his brain, and he shouted towards the bed; a
new found depth and force in his voice that made his body tremble.
The room shook with it. “I cast thee out,
unclean thing, born of filth to be less than we. Thou shalt not
soil this man born of Adam further. I command thee out!”

The bed started to shake; a pink foam
forming on Decks body. Simon jumped back. “Fear thee not, Holly,” the old man said in his
soundless voice, nodding his head approvingly. “Tis thee who rules here this night. Again.”

“I cast thee out, unclean
thing, born of filth to be less then we. Thou shalt not soil this
man born of Adam further. I command thee out!” Simon
shouted, using his finger to point away from Deck’s body toward the
windows.

The pink foam over Deck’s body grew
until he was completely covered, cocooning him. “Now show it your power,” the old man commanded
soundlessly. Simon didn’t understand, looking to the old man
questioningly. The old man motioned with his hands, raising them to
the ceiling, then brought them down with a silent clap.

Taking his cue, Simon raised his hands to the
ceiling, the current running through him seeming to want to burst
from his fingertips. The shaking bed rose off of the floor;
suspended in the air. He brought his hands down in a loud cracking
clap. The lights flickered wildly, and the shaking bed dropped to
the floor. The windows flew open and the bed stopped shaking.
Stunned by his own power, his head swirling with the remainder of
the current as it receded back into itself, within him, Simon felt
like he was going to faint, a tidal wave of new emotions raising
his body into full rattle tremors. But the old man’s voice brought
him back.

“Come, now, boy. We have
cleansed his soul of the curse. Now we must cleanse his body, free
it of the foul thing that has touched it and leave him pure
again.” And they washed Deck with a rough soap the old
man had in the bag, taking all that remained of the washing wrapped
in a towel to burn the next day.

Moving to leave, the old man went to
Simon and put his hand on the boy’s still trembling
shoulder. “Thou hast done well. I am very
proud of thee, Holly,” and took him by the
arm.

Simon hesitated then walked back over
to Deck, kneeling beside him again. He waved his hand in front of
Deck’s face. “Awake.” Deck’s
eyes opened and were their natural blue gray again. “You’ll be
alright now. I took care of it,” Simon whispered lovingly to him, a
new confidence in his voice, and wiped the wetness from his face.
Before Deck could speak, Simon waved his hand in front of his face
again. “Sleep, Deck,” he
whispered and Deck closed his eyes again, a peaceful look coming
over his face. Simon looked to the old man, then turned back to
Deck and waved his hand. “And
forget.”

“I have known of thy life’s
suffering, child, and thy love for others that has come of it. Do
not think it makes thee weak, for it makes thee stronger than iron.
Feel full of what thou hast done here and…why thou hast done
it,” the old man said and put his arm around Simon’s
shoulders as they walked toward the open window.
“Come now, we must finish what we have started
while there is still time.” The old man waved his hand
in front of the window and they were gone.


Chapter XVIII

 


BODY POLITIC

 


Her weapons were her crystal eyes Making
every man mad Black as the dark night she was Got what no-one else
had

Wow!

Venus

……..As performed by Shocking
Blue

 


 


The day had passed into evening and the
shadows that fell from it cloaked the old man and the young one as
they stole into the churchyard and walked up to the door. The old
man pointed his finger at the lock and Simon heard it click. “Won’t
anyone see us?” Simon asked, limping alongside the old man.

“Not lest I allow it,” the old man said with a small smile as they
walked up the center aisle toward the altar.

“But I don’t understand,” Simon said,
looking around nervously to see if anyone was nearby.

“And that is why we are here,” the old
man said, stopping before the large stone alter below an enormous
medieval wood crucifix, the face of Jesus carved into an expression
of abject torment.

The old man took Simon’s hand. “Come,” he
said, and they walked around behind the figured altar. The old man
kneeled behind, lifting the heavy red velvet alter skirt. Beneath
it Simon could see an intricate wooden disc, inlaid with a
primitive painted or enameled design. The old man stuck one finger
into the hole in the center, lifting it effortlessly and setting it
to one side. He reached into the dark hole, lifting out what looked
like a long wooden box the size of a rifle case, bound with black
wrought iron, and handed it to Simon, then replaced the colorful
disc and stood up. Simon stood with him. “We must go now,” the old
man said taking Simon by the hand again as they walked back around
to the front of the altar and out the front door.

When they got to his cottage, the old man lit
a bright fire that seemed to give off a greenish glow and made tea
for the two of them, then cleared the table. Simon knew what he was
to do and removed his clothes, lying chest down on the table. He no
longer needed the wood piece in his mouth. He just waited to hear
the sound of metal striking metal. “’Twill be the finish of it,”
the old man said just before Simon heard the sound.

***

It was full dark outside before Simon
rose from the table and put his clothes back on. The old man took
the box and placed it the center of the table as they sat down.
“’Tis time,” the old man said
in his soundless voice, nodding his head, his tiny black eyes never
veering from Simon’s big blue ones. “Soon,
I will join my ancestors and return to the dust whence I
came.”

Simon understood all too well what that meant
but said nothing. He just let his head hang low.

“Grieve not for me, boy, for I take
great comfort in that thou hast come to us, and hast become of us,”
the old man said with words and reached across the table to take
Simon’s hand. “I have feared many years that it would not happen,
but when thee arrived with thy sacred name, and I smelled the green
in the blood thee spilt at the place, I knew we were
saved.”

Simon looked back up at the old man
astonished.

“Tis not a dream,” the old man said as
if he could read Simon’s mind, letting go of Simon’s hand and
reaching out further to place his palm over his heart. “I have seen
thy suffering,” the old man said again, a single tear running down
along his crooked nose.

“I have seen thee broken and abandoned
among strangers, laid bare like carrion, open to the birds of prey
this world hast wrought. I have seen thy loneliness and thy
despair. Since thou hast come I have seen how he came to thee in a
place of worship and how thee hid thyself from his sight, and
feared to show him thy deformity lest he turn from thee in
displeasure.

“I have seen thee at thy desk, quill in
hand over paper, hidden from his sight, only then able to reveal
thyself to him as thou art. And I have seen the love he bears for
thee in his unguarded heart as he wept for thee before the fair one
in black, vowing to forever relieve thee of thy
loneliness.”

“Dr. Bramson and Father Javier?” Simon
blurted out.

“And I have seen that he has kept his
vow to thee, hast he not?”

“Yes, everyday.”

“And that thou hast responded in kind,
vowing before me, a priest of another god, to protect him with thy
love and thy life, and that is good.”

The old man took a deep breath, visibly
weakened by the effort it took to see not only into Simon’s soul,
but to speak what he saw aloud. “And now ‘tis time for the wizened
old oak to pass, saddened by the fact that he must bequeath unto
thee a terrible burden; the weight of the ages on an acorn,” the
old man said shaking his head sadly, then looking into Simon again,
pointed his finger at boy’s chest. “But it is an acorn that I have
reared and nurtured, strong in the knowledge that within thy frail
body lies the spirit of a mighty young tree with branches that will
grow toward the heavens that have spawned it, and be able to
shoulder that burden,” and he reached for the box on the table, the
lock falling away at his touch.

The old man removed what looked to Simon like
a rolled piece of cloth, yellowed with age and tied with twine,
crumbling sprigs of holly bound in the knots. The old man touched
the twine and it too fell away as he began to unroll the cloth on
the table before them.

The first part unrolled, Simon could
see it was not just an ordinary piece of cloth but a very finely
needled piece of tapestry. He recognized the style immediately. It
was from the time of William, although with a decidedly English
touch. The old man looked deeply into Simon’s eyes.
“Dost thou see?” he said in his
soundless voice.

Simon nodded. The first panel was of a
beautiful maiden, ornately adorned, boarding a ship in France. The
uneven lettering sewn in old Latin indicating, as far as he could
tell, that she was Breton, of high birth, and called ‘Alais.’

The next panel was of a ship at sea, wrecked
in a storm, but it was more than that, for in the sky above the
ship were images of whirling fingers appearing to intentionally
whip up the wind and the maiden falling into the sea. The only word
he could make out for sure was, ‘Curse.’

The next panel was of the maiden awash on the
shore, with the words being ‘England’ and ‘Exchange’ or ‘Switch.’
He couldn’t be sure. He looked closely at the figure of the maiden
as she was being aided by rescuers. The expression on her face
was…was strange, different from the first panel, but still somehow
the same.

At first he didn’t get it, so he drew
in close to the cloth to see her face better. She was smiling. And
then he saw what at first appeared to him to be damage in the cloth
and saw what looked like a tail coming from beneath her skirts. The
tips of her ears were exaggeratedly pointed. “Dost thou see?” the old man asked in his
soundless voice.

Simon looked up at him questioningly, not
sure he was really seeing what he thought he was seeing.

The old man pointed to the next panel. It was
of the maiden arriving at the castle and being presented to the
Lord of the Manor, the word there was ‘Revelstoke’, and when Simon
looked again at the maiden as she was being presented, it was still
there, the tail coming out from the back of her skirts. The panel
after that was the Lord of Revelstoke presenting the maiden to a
young man, his son, ‘Eadwyn’ and giving him her hand. The word
there was ‘Marriage.’

Simon’s eyes and soundless voice
spoke. “What does this mean?”

***

Mitch barely made it back from the hospital.
The drugs they’d given him impaired his judgment, then overlain
with his state of mind at what he’d seen happen to Sean and driving
on the wrong side of the road, it took him twice as long as it
would have anyone else. By the time he arrived back at the inn it
was already dark. Ivy was at the podium. He hadn’t expected that.
“Good evening, Dr. Bramson,” she said coolly, without looking
up.

“Good evening, Miss Farthing,” was all
he could get out, practically mumbling. He stopped in front of her,
not sure what he was expecting. When she still didn’t look up, he
just moved on into the pub; head low, feet shuffling and shoulders
slumped.

Jed was at the bar. “The usual Dr. Bramson?”
he asked smiling, sounding as bright as ever.

“Yeah, please, Jed,” Mitch
mumbled.

“Rough day?” Jed asked, putting the
glass of beer in front of him.

“You could say that,” Mitch said,
letting out a long whistling sigh and looking around the bar. “No
Deck tonight?”

“He’s not feeling too well, so I’m
covering his shift,” Jed replied shrugging.

“So how is Sandrine making out? No one
but you has seen her for days?” Mitch asked, remembering the
oddness of her attack.

“She’s…well…better; still sleeping most
of the day from the medication. As long as I keep the curtains
drawn, she seems more like herself. She’s been asking about Lady
Cotswold, though. I didn’t know what to tell her so I just said she
was busy at the dig and tired when she came in. I don’t know how
long I can keep lying to her,” he said, seeming to look to Mitch
for an answer.

“Just tell her that you love her, Jed,”
Mitch said bluntly. Jed looked at him, his eyes astonished but
sparkling.

Ah, to be young and in
love, Mitch thought to himself. Everyone can see it
but themselves.

“You know?” Jed asked, struck by the
direct hit to his heart.

“It’s been all over you since you laid
eyes on her. She’ll soon forget about Lady Madeline. Trust me,”
Mitch said, his words and thoughts on his sleeve from the effect of
the drugs. Jed blushed and walked away, stopping to look back
briefly at the man with long hair and his head down.

“Yes, sir,” Jed said under his breath,
nodding as he walked away.

With his head still down, his hair
hanging so no one could see his face, Mitch thought,
Physician heal thyself! and waved his
fingers in the air to let Jed know that more drinks would be
required.

For the next few hours Dr. Mitchell
Bramson, star of the stage and screen known as the art world, was
helpless, feeling completely and totally alone. All he could think
of was Jack. Jack would know what all this
means. Jack would know what to do. Sandrine falls into an
unexplained fit; Lady Madeline mysteriously disappears, Malcolm
loses his fucking mind and kills some poor gay boy; Sean Donnelly
gets struck dumb in some sort of religious mania right before my
very eyes. Hell, it seems Simon doesn’t even want to be around me
anymore. What the fuck is that all about? And it all seems to have
something to do with this fucking dig. Could it really be cursed
the way King Tut’s tomb allegedly was? It can’t be. It’s the
twenty-first fucking century, for God’s sake. What do I do, Jack.
Please tell me.

“Jed, can I use the phone to call New
York, please? Put it on my tab.”

***

It was two o’clock in the morning in New York
when the phone rang at Alida’s desk. “Dr. Edgeworth’s office,”

“Alida, it’s Mitch.”

“Oh, Dr. Bramson. It’s so good to hear
jour voice. I’m so glad jou called,” she said nervously.

He didn’t like the sound of her voice.

“Alida, is everything alright there? Is
Jack alright?” His heartbeat flew to racing.

“He’s at the heart doctor now. He’s had
two episodes lately. He seems okay when he comes out of them, but
Dr. Bramson, he’s been so worried about jou, and I’ve been so
worried about him.”

Mitch thought his heart would stop in
his chest. God, please don’t let him
die! raced through his head. Jack, please!

“I want to come home to be with him and
I feel…” Mitch said into the phone, wanting to cry. That was all
Alida Ruales heard before the buzz told her they’d been cut
off.

***

The old man thought for a moment before he
spoke. “During the time of William, he forced the young men of
noble birth to marry young French women of noble birth to ensure
their families’ support in the continuance of his rule. A Breton
maiden was chosen for the heir of Revelstoke,” he said, pointing to
the panel of the ship wreck. “But the maiden died in the sea,
murdered by a demon that took her likeness and married the young
Lord.”

The old man rolled out more of the tapestry.
The next panel was of a female, naked with a full tail, haunches
like a lion, talon-like claws, many arms and large, webbed wings
standing in front of a mirror and smiling, one hand on her stomach.
Under the image was a word Simon didn’t recognize, ‘demoness.’
Crouched behind the mirror, unobserved by the creature, was a
youth, a page of the castle, the name ‘Peter’ sewn under his
image.

The next panel showed the youth, on his
knees, bowing before the elder Lord Revelstoke, gesturing with his
hands as if he were telling the Lord what he had seen. The word
‘Father’ was sewn underneath the image of the elder Lord.

***

“How long do I have, Dr. Heidt?” Jack
asked somberly.

“It’s hard to say, Dr. Edgeworth. A few
months, a few weeks if you don’t take care,” the young doctor
replied. “Each of these little attacks weakens your heart
significantly. It’s imperative that you retire immediately and let
me schedule the surgery as soon as possible; and whatever you do,
do not, DO NOT allow yourself to get upset or stressed. Actually,
I’d like to admit you today and do the surgery on Friday,” he said
making it a point to look Jack straight in the eyes so Jack knew
how serious he was being.

“No thanks, Doctor. I’ve lived my whole
life like a man and I intend on dying like one, not a vegetable or
a cripple. Thank you for your advice, but I have some important
things to attend to,” Jack said stoically, putting his shirt and
jacket back on.

***

When Jack Edgeworth arrived back at his
office at the Museum, Alida was anxiously waiting for him. His
color was bad and his nerves were stretched beyond their limit. She
saw the look in his eyes and she knew.

She got up and ran to him, putting her arms
around him. “I love jou,” she said, crying.

“I love ‘jou,’ too,” he said holding
her tightly.

That night he had to take a
tranquilizer to get to sleep. Even the warm, soft comfort of
Alida’s body next to his wasn’t enough. He listened to the rain,
pounding on the roof top. He looked up and could feel it on his
face, but everything was so black. All he could make out was the
outline of the buildings as he looked around. “Jack,” he heard a woman’s voice whisper from
very far away. He started walking toward the sound of the voice
somewhere over in the distance. Damn, his feet hurt, and he looked
down. He had no shoes on. He was still in his pajamas and he was
all wet.

Where am I? he
thought, unable to stop his feet from moving. But instead of
getting weaker from the exertion of walking, he seemed to be
getting stronger. He saw lights, bright, colored lights not too far
away, and he heard music making him step up his pace. He’d heard it
somewhere before. It seemed to be calling to him, leading him to
where he thought he needed to be.

A figure appeared coming from the
direction of the lights, like a thin sliver of blackness coming
toward him, cowering from the rain. He was drawn by the lights. He
knew he had to get there, but he didn’t know why.
“Mitch! Mitchell!” he called out.
It’s Mitchell, he thought, walking faster toward the figure. But
the closer he got, the smaller the figure got. Suddenly the figure
wasn’t alone any more. The street was lined with people walking
slowly in the rain on both sides of the street. He couldn’t tell
one from the other. They were all dark and wet, collars up and
heads down.

Soon he was passing them by. He looked but he
didn’t recognize any of them, men, women and children, old and
young, all races, all sizes. He was in the middle of them. A figure
walked by him; a woman, her long hair wet and plastered to her
face. She looked up at him and he saw her eyes, those green feline
eyes, haunted.

“They want our boy, Jack. Please don’t
let them,” she whispered as she passed and kept walking.

He turned his head to follow her. He was
alone. She was gone, and so were all the others; nothing but
blackness and mist rising from the street.

“Mitchell!” he cried out as he opened
his eyes.

Alida was wake next to him. “Yack, what is
it? Are jou okay?” she asked, deep concern in her normally shining
dark eyes. She had his pills before he could ask for them. He got
up and started pacing.

“Alida, my love. I need you to help me
one last time. I’ve got to see him…before…” and he sat down, his
head in his hands. “I’ve got to see him, one last time. I’ve never
told him that I loved him,” and he started to cry. “I need you to
help me get to England.”

***

Michelle had just finished fixing her hair
and reapplying her after lunch make-up when the phone rang. “Mr.
Bramson’s office,” she answered professionally.

“Michelle, it’s Bobby Kinsella. Is Mr.
Bramson available?”

“Hello, Bobby,” she sparkled. “No, he’s
not here right now. Can I take a message?”

“Sure, but make sure he gets it as soon
as possible. It’s important. You get me?” he stressed through the
phone.

“Yes, I gotcha, Bobby,” she said
smiling and thinking, “Not yet I haven’t
but I will. You can count on that! as she got her pad
and pen ready. “Go ahead, I’m ready for you.”

“Tell Mr. Bramson that I found him.
He’ll know what that means, and that he’s in England, somewhere in
the southwest called Exeter. I’ll be sending the details by
courier. Also tell him that Edgeworth is very sick. He’ll know what
that means, too. You got that?”

“Yes, Bobby. I got it, so when are you
coming by again?” she said flirtatiously.

“I should be by sometime in the next
week to pick up my check. Think you’ll be free for lunch?” he
asked, finally picking up on her meaning.

“I’ll make sure of it,” she said
remembering what beautiful indigo eyes and thick black lashes he
had.


Chapter XIX

 


INHUMAN NATURE

 


Sleight of hand and twist of fate, On a bed
of nails she makes me wait, and I wait without you.

With or without you. With or without you. .
.

My hands are tied. My body bruised, She's
got me with

nothing to lose.

With or Without You

………As performed by U2

 


 


. . . when she saw the greatness of his
corruption, became strong in her husks, and came to Adam against
his will, and became hot from him and bore him many demons and
spirits. . .

Patai 81:455f

 


 


The old man rolled the tapestry out further,
revealing another panel. The scene was of the elder Lord Revelstoke
consulting with priests, but there were other figures present,
dressed in sack cloth, some bearing arms, some bearing holly
branches and words; ‘Ilex verticillata.’ Simon looked up at the old
man.

“Holly?”

“Yes, ‘tis one of my peoples’ strongest
symbols. ‘Tis the symbol for ‘man.’ They are my people,” the old
man said pointing to the figures in sack cloth.

“Who are they?”

“My people have been on these islands
for thousands of years, longer than history. They built Stonehenge
and many other ritual sites like it, now long gone,” the old man
said, his tiny black eyes shining with life again. “Our God is not
one thou wouldst recognize, for they are many or they are one who
is faceted to appear as many, like a finely cut precious gem. We
have since come to believe that it is the same God as that of the
Hebrews who chose to show himself differently to us because we are
not desert people like the Hebrews. We are people of the green
earth, of the grass and the trees, of everything that grows and
gives us life as I have shown thee. For thousands of years we have
kept apart from the world. Some have assimilated into it,
forgetting or abandoning the old ways. We kept apart from the
Romans and survived. Later we kept apart from the Christians too,
until she came and we were forced to join with them for both our
survivals,” and he rolled out the scroll more and pointed to the
next scene.

The next scene was of men in the armor of the
time, bearing banners of the church and walking in line with the
shaggy men in sack cloth, all led towards the gates of the castle
by the elder Lord Revelstoke. In the background the she-creature
lay in her bed, swollen in her belly, the words, ‘Diabolus
gravid…pregnant devil’ sewn under her. Outside her door guarding
her, was a tremendous brown wolf, his long, sharp fangs bared with
the words ‘daemon lupu’” sewn under it, and an enormous green
serpent with two long fangs bared and the words ‘daemon
serpentis.’

The rest of the castle was littered
with dead bodies, festering and rotted with boils and sores, among
them were the Lady of the castle, the young Lord Eadwyn and his
page, Peter. Under his image was sewn the word ‘fidelis,…faithful.’
Simon’s mouth dropped open. He looked back to the old man.
“Dost thou see?” the old man asked,
arching his eyebrows. Simon did see. He thought of Malcolm and
Deck, and understood.

“Aye,” the old man said, nodding. “She
hath drawn them there,” and he rolled out the next panel. It was of
the men storming the castle; the wolf was attacking one of them.
The scene showed the man, in armor, running the beast through with
his sword as a man in sack cloth shoved a holly branch, long end
sharpened to a point, down the beast’s throat. As the knights went
deeper into the castle, some began to fall with boils and sores,
but as the men in sack cloth passed, they seemed to rise and
recover.

The next panel showed the men approaching the
door behind which the she-creature lay, large with child. The
serpent had wrapped itself around one man and had another in its
jaws, a knight had just severed its head and a man in sack cloth
had just speared it through the top of the head with another
sharpened holly branch while the other men were ramming the door
with a battering ram.

***

In New York, Jack kissed Alida good bye, her
eyes filling with tears. “He’s in trouble, Alida. I know it in my
heart with all that’s ever made me a man. He needs me,” he said as
he wrapped his arms around her. She nodded that she understood. In
her culture, she knew these things were real and true. The best she
could do for him was to prepare him for the journey with his
medication and the Lucero charm she’d bought at the shop in her old
neighborhood and had sewn into the lining of his jacket for
protection without him knowing it.

***

In Boston, Julian Bramson the third was
presenting his first-class ticket to London to the boarding agent
at the gate. There was no one there to see him off.

***

The next panel portrayed the she-creature in
the throes of child birth just as the men were about to break
through the door. The next showed her standing on the bed, haunches
set to spring, clutching a demon child to her breast with one of
her four arms, her wings spread, set to take flight, baring her
rows of sharp teeth at the men as they rushed through the door.

The next panel showed her hovering
above the bed and one of the sack cloth men charging her with the
longest of the holly spears, running it through the demon child in
its mother’s arms and straight through the demon herself, front to
back; the expression etched on her face by the stitching of the
tapestry making it more horrific than anything Simon could have
ever imagined. It was as if he could almost hear her screaming an
ear-shattering high pitched scream of anguish, both for the death
of her child and for her own physical pain. Simon trembled from the
emotional and physical impact of it. The old man took his hand
again. “Steady, boy,” he
said. “Drink,” and handed him
another cup of his strong smelling tea.

The next panel showed the men binding the
creature and her child in boughs of holly, carrying her to the main
hall and setting fire to the corpses along with the castle itself
as they went along back toward the tower gate. The next panel
showed the burnt ruins of the castle and men hiding in the brush
around it while a group of women, dressed in all manner of
clothing, from the highest born to the lowest, making what seemed
to be a grave stone over the burned bones of the creature and her
child, under their image was the word ‘Lamia’,…witch.

The next showed the men jumping out of the
brush and slaying the women, tossing their bodies on a pile and
setting fire to them. The final panel showed the men, again some in
armor, some in sack cloth, and some in clerical dress pulling the
large, heavy Celtic stone cross to the site and standing it upright
on the spot where the women had put the gravestone over the bodies.
The only words Simon could make out were, ‘Never rise.’

The tableau of the tapestry revealed, Simon
looked back to the old man. “Dost thou see?” the old man asked him.
Simon wasn’t sure.

“Either she called him or he disturbed
her when he came, or maybe it is just her time to rise, almost a
thousand years since she first came to this land, but no matter. No
one could have ever known he would have brought thee,” the old man
said, shining with proud determination.

“Me?” Simon said, drawing back in
surprise.

“I have kept vigil over this land for
over one hundred years, as my father did before him and his father
before him and so on since she first came. Now we have
thee.”

Simon’s poor head started to swim from it
all. “What does she want?” Simon asked, deep inside afraid to know
the answer. The old man pointed to the tapestry, to the panel
showing the she creature, her belly swollen with child.

“She wants him,” the old man said. The
color drained from Simon’s face, his pupils dilated and his lids
fluttered as he fell backwards into blackness, fainted.

***

Back in his bed at the inn, Simon woke to the
thunderous sound of stomping footsteps and screaming, horrible
terror-filled cries. It was dark and he was afraid. He felt a heavy
load land on the bed next to him and opened his eyes. It was his
mother, her gaunt face leering at him, her throat slashed open.
“Run, Simon, run and hide now!” she cried and pushed him off the
bed. He crawled under the bed, pulling himself up into a ball in
the far corner; another shrieking, shrill death cry, then silence.
Feeling four years old again, too petrified to move, unable to cry
out, he just stayed there hoping someone would come along and help
him.

He didn’t have to wait long, a few minutes
later, he saw the bed skirt move, a hand pulling it up slowly, then
a voice.

“Simon,” it called out to him under the
bed. He pulled himself more tightly into a ball at first. “Simon,
don’t be afraid. It’s me.” The bed skirt rose higher, a face
peering under it, barely visible in the darkness. He saw the
outline of the dark clothes and the headdress. “It’s me, Simon,”
she said, reaching her hand underneath the bed to try and touch
him. He could see her face then, out of the shadows; Sister Mary
Immaculata.

“I want to talk to you, Simon. I think
I’ve made a terrible mistake in letting you go with that Dr.
Bramson,” she whispered. “Has he touched you, Simon? In your
private places?”

“No, never!” Simon said to her, shocked
out of his paralysis.

“Has he ever made you touch him?” she
whispered.

“No!”

“But you want him to, don’t you?” she
whispered, laughing and grabbed him by the leg, pulling him out.
She drew back her head and she wasn’t Sister Mary
anymore.

She was his mother again, “I’m sorry I had to
leave you, Simon, but I’m back now and I’m going to take you home,”
she said, the sound of her voice gurgling through the slash in her
throat.

“No!” Simon cried out, struggling to
free himself from her grip. “Let me go. Let me go!”

Her face changed. She was Sister Mary again,
tipping over the bed, pulling him out. “Dirty, filthy man touching
my Simon. It’s all my fault. I’m taking you back home,” she raged,
dragging him kicking and screaming across the floor toward the
window. “No! Please. I don’t want to go. Help! Dr. Bramson! Help
me!”

He remembered the amulet around his
neck and grabbed it with his hand, clutching it.
“Help!” he screamed with his
soundless voice. He felt in his pocket for the little black bird.
He grabbed it and held it tight, screaming again in his soundless
voice. “Heeeellllppppp!”

Shadows came up behind Sister Mary in the
moonlight. “Be gone, unclean thing!” the old man shouted at Sister
Mary.

From the other side; another voice; “Be gone
unclean thing!” Gayle shouted. The Sister Mary thing released
Simon’s leg and turned to them, spewing an incantation of her own
in a language Simon didn’t understand.

Amos and Gayle took each other’s hand and
reached out for Simon’s. He took them, creating a ring around the
Sister Mary thing. “What is thy true name, foul demon? Speak so
that we should know thee,” the old man shouted. The Sister Mary
thing changed again, back to Simon’s mother.

“My name is Lydia Holly.”

“Liar!” Gayle screamed.
“Liar!”

“Tell me thy true name demon so that we
may know thee,” the old man commanded. The Lydia thing changed
again, back into the nun. “Sister Mary Immaculata,” she
said.

“Liar, liar!” the old man shouted. Then
she changed again, howling as if she were in pain. She had many
arms, hair that seemed to move, and things Simon couldn’t see
growing out of her body. “Do not break the circle!” the old man
shouted.

Simon called to her. “Tell me thy true name
foul demon so that we may know thee.” The demon started cursing at
Simon in French and German, English and Russian, and languages
Simon couldn’t begin to understand. He shouted back loudly,
demanding a response “What is thy true name?”

“Kiskil-lilla!” the creature shrieked
at him, writhing in an ecstasy of pain and reached out, grabbing
him by the throat with one hand and between the legs with
another.

“Do not break the circle!” the old man
shouted.

Simon panicked, driven to action by the pain
in his groin. He pulled the carved bird from his pocket and jammed
it in her eye. The thing let out a blood curdling, echoing scream,
exploding into a frenzy, forcing their hands apart with her many
arms and expanding wings, pushing her way out of the circle.

Enraged with pain, the creature turned back
to face them, one yellow eye seeming to give off blasts of heat,
the other weeping thick green bile, and began stomping back toward
them, pushing Gayle and the old man away with a force that sent
them flying into the corners of the room.

Simon took a step back, then another. On the
third try his brace caught on the leg of the overturned bed. He
went falling back, landing on his back on the floor. The creature
was instantly on him, straddling him, its many slimy hands holding
him down; first his left leg, then his right; two hands were on his
throat and another had his right wrist. Struggling to breathe and
with only one hand free, Simon grasped wildly in the dark for
anything within his reach to defend himself, tearing at the
creature with his free hand.

He saw the shadows rise behind her again and
heard the loud clap of hands and a flash of blinding white light.
The cry that followed made Simon think of what he’d heard in his
mind’s eye when he saw the panel of the slain demon. The next thing
he knew, he could move and breathe and the creature was flying out
through the window without breaking it. Then nothing—blackness.

***

The next morning when Simon woke, he
wasn’t sure if it was real. The room looked like it hadn’t been
disturbed, but when he got up, his groin ached, and when he looked
in the mirror he saw the dark bruises on his neck.
It was real, he thought and put his
hands on the edge of the sink to keep his knees from
buckling.

When he went back out into his room he
saw the carved bird on a string that Gayle had given him, on the
floor by the window. He sat on the bed, trying to think of what to
do next, then it came to him. What was
it?…What was the name? Kiskillilla?

He got up off the bed, felt his foot kick
something and picked it up. It was a bent tin ring covered with
white cloth. He turned it over and saw the words sewn there, ‘Snvi,
Snsvi, and Smnglof.’

He turned on his laptop, went to Google and
put in the name, spelling it phonetically. There it was, in
Wikipedia. He tapped on the link and saw the name. The force of
what he saw pushed him back in his chair, making him take his head
in his hands. Because when the page came up, the name that appeared
across the top of the screen shattered what was left of his
reality. His mind reeled out of control. “LILITH.”

He didn’t know how long he’d sat there before
he came back to himself. His next thought was, “And she wants him!”
At that moment, whatever was left of the boy vanished from inside
him, leaving only the man behind and he and realized that he would
never faint again.

“Over my dead body!” he said out loud
to himself as he read the article, rapidly absorbing the
information as he had done all his life. “Aye, lad!” he heard the old man’s soundless
voice whisper in his ear.


 


 


BOOK FOUR

 


SHATTERED

 


 


 


Wearin' her perfume, Chanel No. 5 Got to be
the finest girl alive She walks real cool, catches everybody's eye
She's got such good lovin' that they can't say goodbye Not too
skinny, she's not too fat She's a real humdinger and I like it like
that She's the devil with the blue dress, blue dress, blue dress,
Devil with the blue dress on Devil with the blue dress, blue dress,
blue dress, Devil with the blue dress on. Lord have mercy!

Devil with the Blue Dress on

…..As performed by Mitch Ryder and the
Detroit Wheels


Chapter XX

 


WIKIPEDIA (What Simon Saw)

 


They give you fever When you kiss them Fever
if you live and learn Fever! 'till you sizzle But what a lovely way
to burn

Fever

………As performed by Miss Peggy
Lee

 


 


But I know what I like I know I like dancin'
with you And I know what you like I know you like dancin' with me
Yeah, yeah Kiss me once Kiss me twice C'mon pretty baby, kiss me
deadly

Kiss Me Deadly

………As performed by Lita
Ford

 


 


The article opened with a brief overall
description.

‘Lilith is a female
Mesopotamian night demon. The figure of Lilith first appeared in a
class of wind and storm demons or spirits, as Lilitu, in Babylonia,
circa 3000 B.C.E. Many scholars place the origin of the phonetic
name "Lilith" at somewhere around 700 B.C.E.’

Simon already knew the basics from work in
Ancient cultures in their biblical context, but the extent of his
knowledge ended there. He read on, holding his breath as he worked
the little black pad on his laptop frantically, his big blue eyes
scanning the pages like a high tech computer with curls. Reading
furiously, Simon stopped suddenly, staring at one particular
section, remembering what the old man had said about the demoness
in the tapestry, ‘She wants him.’

‘Late medieval Jewish legend
portrays her as the first wife and equal of Adam. Considering Adam
inferior, Lilith left the Garden of Eden of her own free will
(Other stories claim Lilith refused to lie under Adam, as she
considered that this was too submissive). Adam then bade three
angels to find Lilith and bring her back. When Lilith refused, God
punished her by commanding that she slay 100 of her children,
called Lilin, each day.’

“What do I do? What do I do?” Simon
kept repeating to himself aloud as he scrolled down, by this time,
large crystalline beads of sweat covered his forehead and were
beginning to run down in his eyes. He wiped his head with his
sleeve without his eyes ever leaving the screen.

‘The key to this
identification lies in the bird talons and the owls. While the
relief may depict the demon Kisikil-lilla-ke of the Gilgamesh
passage or a goddess, identification with Lilitu is more tenuous
and likely influenced by the "screech owl" translation of the King
James Version.’

By the time he got to the section about
the Hebrews, he was soaked around his neck with sweat, always in
the back of his mind the singular thought, She wants my Mitch. He felt a stitch of pain in
the center of his back, like burning, and his body jerked. More
than that he began feeling it again, something he’d never been
really familiar with before, more anger. Like the way he felt when
she hurt Deck, but more intense. The pain in the center of his back
began to ripple outwards, making him hunch his shoulders as he
read.

‘Another text discovered at
Qumran, conventionally associated with Book of Proverbs, credibly
also appropriates the Lilith tradition in its description of a
precarious, winsome woman – The Seductress (4Q184). The ancient
poem – dated to the first century BCE but plausibly much older –
describes a dangerous woman and consequently warns against
encounters with her. Customarily, the woman depicted in this text
is equated to the “strange woman” of Proverbs 2 and 5, and for good
reason; the parallels are instantly recognizable:’

‘Her house sinks down to
death, And her course leads to the shades. All who go to her cannot
return and find again the paths of life.’ (Proverbs
2:18-19)

‘Her gates are gates of
death, and from the entrance of the house she sets out towards
Sheol. None of those who enter there will ever return, and all who
possess her will descend to the Pit.’ (4Q184)”

‘However, what this
association does not take into account are additional descriptions
of the “Seductress” from Qumran that cannot be found attributed to
the “strange woman” of Proverbs; namely, her horns and her wings:
“a multitude of sins is in her wings.” The woman illustrated in
Proverbs is without question a prostitute, or at the very least the
representation of one, and the sort of individual with whom that
text’s community would have been familiar. The “Seductress” of the
Qumran text, conversely, could not possibly have represented an
existent social threat given the constraints of this particular
ascetic community. Instead, the Qumran text utilizes the imagery of
Proverbs to explicate a much broader, supernatural threat – the
threat of the demoness Lilith.’

Simon’s body began to shake with it, the
anger at the dawning knowledge that his innocent mind would never
have conceived, then protectiveness, of Mitch, so strong.
“Anything. I’ll do anything,” he said out loud to himself, the pain
had vibrated down to his arms by then. His eyes were like a
calculator, absorbing the information, synthesizing it, analyzing
it as he read on, possessed himself by what? A feeling he couldn’t
describe, had no words for.

‘She wanders about a night,
vexing the sons of men and causing them to defile
themselves.’

‘For Evil Lilith, when she
saw the greatness of his corruption, became strong in her husks,
and came to Adam against his will, and became hot from him and bore
him many demons and spirits and Lilin. (Patai81:455f)’

‘The demon Lilith, the evil
woman, is described as a beautiful woman, who transforms into a
black, monkey-like demon, and it is associated with the power of
seduction.’

‘A medieval reference to
Lilith as the first wife of Adam is the anonymous The Alphabet of
Ben-Sira, written sometime between the 8th and 11th
centuries.’

‘Genesis 2:18: After God
created Adam, who was alone, He said, 'It is not good for man to be
alone.' He then created a woman for Adam, from the earth, as He had
created Adam himself, and called her Lilith. Adam and Lilith
immediately began to fight. She said, 'I will not lie below,' and
he said, 'I will not lie beneath you, but only on top. For you are
fit only to be in the bottom position, while I am to be the
superior one.' Lilith responded, 'We are equal to each
other inasmuch as we were both created from the earth.'
But they would not listen to one another. When
Lilith saw this, she pronounced the Ineffable Name and flew away into the air. (In this act, Lilith becomes
unique in that she is not touched by Original Sin, having left the
garden before Eve came into existence. Lilith also reveals herself
to be powerful in her own right by knowing the name of
God).’

‘Adam stood in prayer before
his Creator: 'Sovereign of the universe!' he said, 'the woman you
gave me has run away.' At once, the Holy One, blessed be He, sent
these three angels Senoy, Sansenoy, and Semangelof, to bring her
back. Said the Holy One to Adam, 'If she agrees to come back, what
is made is good. If not, she must permit one hundred of her
children to die every day.' The angels left God and pursued Lilith,
whom they overtook in the midst of the sea, in the mighty waters
wherein the Egyptians were destined to drown. They told her God's
word, but she did not wish to return. The angels said, 'We shall
drown you in the sea.’

“Leave me!’
she said. ‘I was created only to cause sickness to
infants. If the infant is male, I have dominion over him for eight
days after his birth, and if female, for twenty days.’ "When the
angels heard Lilith's words, they insisted she go back. But she
swore to them by the name of the living and eternal God: 'Whenever
I see you or your names or your forms in an amulet, I will have no
power over that infant.' She also agreed to have one hundred of her
children die every day. Accordingly, every day one hundred demons
perish, and for the same reason, we write the angels names on the
amulets of young children. When Lilith sees their names, she
remembers her oath, and the child recovers.’”

“The Alphabet of Ben-Sira is
the earliest surviving source of the story, and the conception that
Lilith was Adam's first wife became only widely known with the 17th
century Lexicon Talmudicum of Johannes Buxtorf.”

By the time Simon had gotten to the end of
the article the pain had found its way to his fingertips, his hands
trembling out of all control as it overtook him in the chair. His
head swam as he slumped in the chair, but not like it used to, not
like he would faint, but like he was receiving something, become
something…more. He was himself, but heightened.

His heart started to beat wildly at the
imagery the article conjured in his innocent young mind, sex, sex,
sex. MY Mitch and a…monster!
His eyes rolled up in his head, not fainted, a rapture, full,
aware, more aware than he’d ever felt before in his young life,
engulfed in emotions so strange and powerful, they overtook him. He
swooned in them and swam in them, like floating, his chest heaving
with new breath, new life.


Chapter XXI

 


WEST OF EDEN

 


I dream of rain, I dream of gardens in the
desert sand I wake in vain, I dream of love as time runs through my
hand I dream of fire, those dreams are tied to a horse that will
never tire And in the flames, her shadows play in the shape of a
man's desire This desert rose, each of her veils, a secret promise
This desert flower, no sweet perfume ever tortured me more than
this And as she turns, this way she moves in the logic of all my
dreams This fire burns, I realize that nothing's as it seems I
dream of rain, I dream of gardens in the desert sand I wake in
vain, I dream of love as time runs through my hand I dream of rain,
I lift my gaze to empty skies above I close my eyes, this rare
perfume is the sweet intoxication of her love I dream of rain

Desert Rose,

……..As performed by Sting

 


 


Jed had to help Mitch to his room that night,
drunk, stumbling and mumbling nonsense about being cursed. He
couldn’t make much sense out of it. He had enough on his mind. With
Malcolm in the hospital, Deck sick and Ivy in a temper, he’d
practically been running the inn by himself. Then with the added
stress of worrying, caring for and…loving Sandrine, it was a wonder
he hadn’t taken to drinking himself. He was so tired he just wanted
to see his bed. So, after he dropped Mitch off in his, he went
straight to his own, leaving Ivy and the girls to finish closing
up.

Mitch just lolled to one side, mumbling to
himself. “…wolf…Jack…Sean…Simon. Cursed. Help.”

He heard a woman’s voice in a language
he didn’t understand, but somehow did. “Open your eyes,” she said, and he did. He was
standing at the entry of the path to the site. It was dark, pitch
black. He heard another voice, muffled, echoing, calling to him,
pleading. “Help me, Mitch. I can’t breathe.” It was Simon. It was
coming from the site. He ran into the path.

“Simon, where are you?” he called out
into the night. A vision came into his mind; Simon was locked away
in a dark, wet dungeon. He was dirty and his clothes were torn. He
was shackled to the dripping wall, his big blue eyes staring at
him, pleading with him. “Help me. I can’t breathe. I’m dying.” Then
it was gone.

***

“Okay, Fi. You can go now. I’ll finish
up the kitchen myself,” Ivy said, starting to load the professional
sized dish washer with the cutlery.

“Are you sure, Vee? I don’t mind
staying.”

“No. I’ll finish up. I’m going to need
you again early in the morning anyway. With Malcolm in the hospital
and Deck not feeling well, I’ll need to count on you more until
things sort themselves out,” Ivy said, pushing her hair out of her
face, exhausted.

“That’s alright by me. I could use the
money. I’d really like to go to Spayne this winter anyway,” Fi
said, grabbing her coat from the hook by the back door.

“So would I,” Ivy said with a sigh,
waving to Fi as she walked out the door, then stood with her hands
on her hips at the mountain of pots, pans and dishes on trays in
front of her. “Better make a start of it,” she said out loud to
herself and picked up the large roasting pan closest to
her.

The bottom of it was swimming with
grease and blood from the special of the night, prime rib. The look
of it made her nauseous as it swirled around the bottom of the pan.
She put it back down and went to the dishes, more blood and more
meat juices. Her head started to spin and she backed away so she
wouldn’t have to look at it again. “Touch
it,” she heard a voice say in the back of her
mind.

She moved back to the table slowly and
reached out, putting her hand in the pan; running her fingers over
the blood and juice wet bottom. She raised her fingers to her face
and smelled it. “Taste it,”
the voice said to her, so she did. It was salty
and…greasy.

She felt warm, so warm she had to take
off her apron, then her over shirt. “More,” the voice said to her, and she rubbed her
whole hand in the pan. God, I’m so
hot, she thought, and took off her under blouse,
leaving her in only her bra.

***

He ran as fast as he could toward where he’d
heard the voice, but the path seemed endless. He heard Simon cry
out in pain, a shrill, terrified scream of agony and another vision
appeared before his eyes. It was Simon in the dungeon, he was
sobbing. But he wasn’t alone.

There were other sounds, wet sounds of
something crawling in the mud around him, slithering and the
grinding of teeth. He looked down towards Simon’s feet. There was
something the size of a large cat, then two of them, and they were
gnawing on his lame foot. Simon screamed, his face twisted in
agony. He called out to him. “Simon, I’m coming!”

The things turned back and looked at him.
They were like nothing he’d ever seen before, or not alive anyway,
only in stone carvings on his trip to Syria with Jack when he was
young.

They turned back and bit into Simon’s foot
again. Simon screamed. Then it was gone. He was standing in front
of the two towers. “Simon, where are you, please tell me. I can’t
find you,” he called out. The earth moved under his feet.

***

“Touch yourself,”
the voice said to her. She dipped her hand back into the
roasting pan and wiped the blood and juices all over her chest. The
smell of it rose in her nose.

She took off her bra, then her jeans
and panties. “More,” the voice
said and she began rubbing the blood and drippings from the pan all
over her naked body; her hair, her face.

She heard music, rhythmic tribal music
with…flutes.

“Dance,” the
voice said, and she began moving. The rhythm engulfed her and she
stretched her arms out over her head, twirling in a circle, working
her naked hips around, undulating.

Chanting came from somewhere off in the
distance to match the rhythm of the music; the pace rising to a
fever pitch. She began to spin wildly, gyrating and writhing
uncontrollably in the middle of the kitchen floor, pulling at her
soaking hair, whipping it as she whirled. “Fly,” the voice said.

***

He looked down at his feet. They were bare.
The ground was rumbling, vibrating, pulsing like it was alive,
breathing. He heard Simon’s muffled cry, “I’m down here. Please
hurry. Iiiiiit’s eaaaaatttting meeeeee.” Another shrieking scream.
“You pro-mised you’d never let anything hurt me again,” he begged,
then another scream. Mitch’s mind splintered, his heart
exploded.

He ran to the cross. “I’m under here,” he
heard Simon’s voice cry out. “Down here. Please hurry,” and he
screamed in pain again.

Mitch pushed the cross with inhuman strength;
toppling it over. He dropped to his knees and began to dig
furiously with his bare hands as he heard Simon cry out,
“Huuuuurrrryyyyyy!”

“I’m coming, Simon. I’m coming,” he
cried into the hole in the earth. Somewhere above him he heard
another voice, a woman. He looked up. It was the statue, the one
from the desert dream that he’d forgotten, twenty feet high with
haunches like a lion and long talons like a hawk on its
feet.

He looked higher and saw its many arms
and wings and breasts. He looked higher and saw its face, horns and
row after row of fanged teeth; hungry eyes. “Dig!”

***

As the music reached its frenzied
crescendo, Ivy ran to the window and opened it, crawling onto the
counter top on her hands and knees. “Fly to
me,” the voice said again, and she leapt out into the
darkness.

***

Mitch woke up in his bed, screaming and
calling out for Simon. He looked at his watch. It was already after
noon. Still dressed in the clothes from the night before but
shoeless, he bounded out the door and down the hall, dazed and
disoriented. “I’m coming, Simon,” he called out to the air as he
ran down the hall, through the courtyard and into the SUV.

***

Hours passed before Simon realized he
was conscious again. He looked down at his hands and for the first
time in his life they looked like a man’s hands, veins pulsing in
their backs and he felt strong, so strong inside himself. He
started, feeling another hand on his shoulder. “Thou art complete now, my boy, Holly. Thou art a man called
upon to do a man’s work and love with a man’s heart,”
The old man said with a sigh from behind him, shaking his
head, his voice trembling and echoing with his own emotion.
“But we must hurry. His father is here, coming for
him.” Simon didn’t understand.

“But he doesn’t have a father,” Simon
said aloud, perplexed, still groggy from his transformation, his
face still wet from the sweat and tears he couldn’t remember. He
wiped his face in his sleeve.

“He has two, one good and
one…and they’re here,” the old man said, his tiny
black eyes getting even blacker. Simon looked into the black eyes,
puzzled.

“Two?”

“All I can tell is that one
smells of fertile earth and the other like…rotted earth and they’re
here, close.” He put his hand on Simon’s
shoulder. “But more important, she called
him last night and he has gone to her. We must prepare.”

Simon jumped out of his chair.
“Let’s go!”

“Wait,” the old
man said, putting his hands out in a ‘slow down’ motion.
“We have time. We must wait until she is at her
weakest. We have until nightfall. We must deal with the fathers
first.” This time they walked out the door and out
into the courtyard, standing behind the tall hedges at the side of
the inn, waiting.

When the limousine pulled up, they stood
hidden behind a tall shrub and watched as the driver opened the
door. Simon gasped as he saw Jack Edgeworth get out slowly, holding
onto the car door to pull himself out. “Dr. Edgeworth?” Simon
whispered to the old man.

The old man nodded and said in his soundless
voice, “Go to him and bring him here.”

Simon stepped out from behind the hedge and
called out, “Dr. Edgeworth!”

Jack stopped, turning to him. “Simon, am I
too late?” he asked with tears in his eyes, walking slowly toward
him, his face ashen, his lips already an alarming shade of blue.
Simon took him gently by the arm. He was weak and struggling to
breathe.

As soon as they turned the corner behind the
hedge, the old man swiftly took Jack by the shoulders, pinning his
back against the wall and bringing his face close to Jack’s chest,
smelling him.

“What the fuck?” Jack croaked, barely
having the energy to move his lips, his frightened eyes looking to
Simon.

“Fertile earth,”
the old man said to Simon with his soundless voice, then
raised his hand in front of Jack’s face.

“Wait!” Simon said.

The old man stopped.

“You’re not too late,” Simon said
quickly to Jack. An expression of relief came over Jack’s face.
Simon turned to the old man, “Now!” and the old man finished waving
his hand in front of Jack’s face.

“Sleep.”

Jack’s body crumpled against the wall.
Simon grabbed him to steady him. The old man took his other arm and
said, “Walk.” Jack’s feet
began to move, shuffling as Simon and the old man guided him into
the cottage to Mitch’s room. “Sit,”
the old man said, and Jack sat. From there they laid him down
on the bed.

“He’s very sick, dying,” Simon said to
the old man.

“And he loves thy Master very much,”
the old man said, shaking his head.

“What do we do now?” Simon asked,
panicking.

“We wait,” the old man said, taking
Simon back out the door, past the church and down the lane to his
own cottage, “…and prepare for nightfall.”

The other father, Julian Bramson, the third,
was just stepping off the plane in London, still six hours
away.

***

Dr. Mitchell Bramson arrived at the site and
walked, his mind muddled with images of death, destruction over
thousands of years; plagues, wars, faces of men and women, corrupt
and decaying before his eyes; languages and costumes from the
deserts of the ancient world, Egypt, Babylon and Persia to
Phoenicia and Crete, from Rome and Gaul to Renaissance Italy, and
the dark ages of France and Spain. His mind whirled with images of
demons and carved statues coming to life, voices in languages both
modern and long dead calling to him.

Above it all he heard Simon’s voice crying
out, screaming in pain as the creatures gnawed at him. “I’m
coming,” he slurred, no longer able to maintain any of his normal
balances. “I’mmmm Cooommminngg, Siiiiimmmmoonn.” He couldn’t stand.
Something was draining the life out of him, weakening him to his
knees until he was crawling past the two towers into the heart of
the site.

Coming to the cross, he pulled himself up on
it and pushed with all the strength he had left, toppling it, more
with his weight than with his strength, falling over with it,
passing into blackness as he called out to the sky. “I’mmmm
cooommminnnnggg, Siiiiimmmoooonnnnnn.”

***

Simon and the old man sat in front of
the fire at his cottage, drinking strong smelling tea and marking
their faces with symbols from the small pots of color, each wearing
a garment of sack cloth; sack cloth bags at their side.
“‘Tis almost time,” the old man said
in his soundless voice. “Do not be afraid.
I have taught thee well and given thee my power, and thou hast
learned well and accepted what I have given thee. The strength of
thy heart is all that matters now.”

Simon looked deeply into the old man’s
eyes. “I will die before I let her take him
away,” Simon said, the knowledge of what he learned
about her making his eyes darker and bluer than ever in the
firelight.

“Aye, lad, so shall we
both,” the old man said and stood up, touching Simon’s
face. “‘Tis time,” and they
both walked out the door, Simon limping, the brace on his poor leg
feeling heavier than it had ever felt before in his young
life.


Chapter XXII

 


THE HOLLY AND THE IVY

 


Yeah, we all need someone we can bleed on
Yeah, and if you want it, baby, well you can bleed on me

Let It Bleed

………As performed by The Rolling
Stones

 


 


Mitch’s eyes opened just as the sun was
setting over the horizon. He had been there for hours. He didn’t
know where he was at first. All he knew was what he had to do, dig.
He stumbled up and looked around for a shovel, finding one against
a far wall. He went back to the area where the cross had stood and
began. It wasn’t long before he hit something hard and flat. He got
down on his hands and knees, digging furiously with his hands.

The ground beneath him began to rumble.
Slightly at first, moving up and down as if it were breathing. It
loosened the hard flat square under his hands. He took the small
garden spade and began to clear the area. “Simon, are you still
down there?” he called into the hole. Low rumbling, the ground
heaved. “Simon, I’m coming,” he mumbled as he cleared the flat
surface, dusting off the final layer of loose dirt.

With each inch he exposed he could see more
and more of what lay beneath; a mosaic of…a monster, a head and
breasted torso, arms entwined with a wolf and a serpent, vibrantly
colored tiles and black lettering in Latin, ‘Genetrix…mother.’

***

The old man and Simon walked slowly and
quietly along a narrow back path through the woods. The sun was
just setting as they came to the stream on the perimeter of the
site. The old man sniffed the air curiously then heard a faint moan
come from a rapidly shadowing growth of large bracken and ferns not
far to their right. The old man stopped and held Simon by the arm.
“Wait,” he said, listening
intently, sniffing at the air; another moan and the sound of water
being disturbed.

They walked toward the sound cautiously and
saw a slim pale leg sticking out from the bracken, an arm resting
on a bed of pebbles, a streaming flow of golden red hair rippling
in the water towards them. The old man went closer, keeping Simon
behind him. It was Ivy Farthing, her face half covered in water.
Simon gasped, as much from the startling sight before him as for
the fact that he’d never seen a woman naked before.

The old man visualized a small black
bird in his mind and called out in his soundless voice.
“I need you, my beauty.”

A moment later the old man had a
response. A small black bird flew to his shoulder.
“Fetch her and bring her here,” the
old man whispered to the bird and it flew off.

***

Mitch got up, went to the tent and came back
with a crow bar. He shoved the end under the thick concrete plate
and drove it deep, wedging it far enough to dislodge it and push it
away with his hands. “Simon, are you down there, please? I’m
coming.” But what he saw wasn’t Simon.

It was the skeletal remains of a creature,
the lower body structured like an animal; small bone remains of
wings, the skull bearing horns and fangs; in its arms the same
creature but smaller, an infant. He heard a voice, a woman’s voice,
calling from above him in an ancient language that he didn’t
understand, but again, did understand. He looked up.

The wind began to blow furiously, gusts
so strong the trees bent under the pressure, swaying in all
directions. He heard the call of owls, screeching and fluttering,
thousands of them calling from the forest around him.
“Dig! Son of Adam. DIG!”

He looked back down to the hole. The soil was
churning, falling away, deep heaving breaths; mounds forming under
his hands as he pulled the soil away.

A gritty moan, hitching and coughing; a
chest taking deep breaths. He pushed more soil away, breasts, arms
around his neck and a…face; Ivy Farthing’s face.
“Mitchell,” a breathless, sandy, grit
filled whisper came into his ear. He pulled back, looking into her
eyes; wide and hungry with lust.

Fluidly, she got up on her hands and knees;
sleek and sensuous like a tigress. Her face smiling, she backed
around, exposing herself, reaching behind with her hand to part
herself for him. “Smell her scent as mixed with mine, son of Adam,
and become strong in thy loins,” she cooed, panting and wagging
herself in front of him.

Still on his knees, he backed away. She laid
herself down on the mosaic tablet facing him, her arms outstretched
to him seductively, grinding her buttocks against the mosaic,
welcoming him.

A wave of disgust and revulsion washed
over him. “Fuck me,” she
cooed. “Fuck me, son of Adam, so that I may
become hot of thee and bear thee many demons and spirits,”
she said working her hips up and down, parting herself
further with her fingers to entice him. “Seed me with thy manhood as thou would seed the field of
wheat from whence thou came.”

Entranced by her movement, hypnotized by the
sound of her voice, his head whirling from her scent, he felt
himself stir, his hips wanting to sway rhythmically with hers. He
moved to crawl toward her, his hand reaching for his belt
buckle.

“Yes, that’s right,” she purred. “Show
me thy fertile man-hood so that I may gaze upon thy staff and know
from whence my children will spring.”

He moved closer, unable to resist the scent
and movement. Enveloped in it, his head swam with desire, his hips
moving more and more to her rhythm, like a snake to the flute of a
snake charmer.

He pulled himself out, letting himself dangle
as he crawled.

“Fuck me, Mitchell,”
she demanded, turning over again, back on her hands and
knees. Reaching from behind her, he took her by her long red hair
and pulled her toward him. He looked down and was right behind her,
his pants at his knees, throbbing wet with lust from the scent of
her.

Flesh disappearing, no longer Ivy Farthing,
she slowly covered herself with another flesh, thick serpent-like
brownish green flesh. Her tail wrapped around his leg, her many
arms pushing herself up as she slithered against him, her wings
retracted.

The creature moved; upright on her knees, her
tail pushed between his legs, running up his back; an arm reached
behind and took hold of him, then another and another, rolling him
onto his back, taking a position on top of him. Her buttocks
raised, she put a hand between her legs, parting herself again.

***

From their cover deep in the brush at
the edge of the ruin, the old man sat watching, his hand clamped
over Simon’s mouth, muffling Simon’s attempt to cry out at the
tableau of carnality he was witnessing.
“Nay, boy, nay. Tis not yet the time. We must wait until she is
full in her prime, weak with ripeness. Thou art a powerful young
shaman now, but she is a demon as old as time itself. She will not
be robbed of her prey lightly,” he said in his
soundless voice.

Simon backed down, his hands sweating and
trembling with incendiary heat, the power the old man spoke of
raging through his veins, pulsing in his ears. He couldn’t bear the
sight of the creature putting her hands on Mitch.

***

Mitch looked up, knowing that he was going to
die. He saw the image of the great twenty foot statue rise behind
her, the wings, the breasts and many arms; the face, rows of teeth
and pointed ears, eyes alive with desire. The pores of his skin
opened wide, scalded as she licked at him, his blood cells bursting
as she leaned over and kissed him, her long thick tongue, working
its way down his throat, burning like a red hot poker. He tried to
cry out in pain but the sound choked within him.

His eyes darted back to the she-creature on
top of him as he felt the heat coming from between her legs,
burning him as she spread herself to plunge down on him, the
sensitivity in his loins about to unleash.

An ear-splitting, shrieking cry, then the
sizzling sound of meat searing and the smell of burning flesh came
from above him, behind him. She flew back, rearing up on her
haunches, blisters broken and leaking down her face. His eyes
glanced up.

Simon stood above him; a sack cloth shirt,
his face painted, fierce; a wooden spear in one hand and a carved
wooden Celtic cross in the other; the old man not far off to his
side.

The ground shook beneath them, splitting the
earth with fissures, steam erupting into the air. The wind began to
blow as she crept back, arms flailing, wings outstretched to take
flight; her tail whipping at the air.

Hovering above them, she swooped first at the
old man, shadowing him with an enormous wing. When the wing drew
back, the old man was on the ground covered with leaking boils.

Simon turned, waving the hand that held the
cross over the old man. “Heal!” he commanded, and the old man was
free of boils and coming back up on his feet. They turned as Mitch
cried out, a bolt of pain shooting up his spine as the long sharp
tail wrapped around him, dragging him away toward her, throwing him
behind her as she turned back to face Simon coming at her.

She glared back, her mouth opening to let
loose an echoing, warbling call into the sky and backed over Mitch,
straddling him with her legs. The forest around them suddenly came
to life, snakes, hundreds of them slithering out of the forest
toward Simon and the old man; growling of mammals, wolves, wild
dogs; screeches from above their heads, birds, large birds, owls,
vultures, hawks, all swirling around their heads, surrounding Simon
and the old man; snakes almost at their heels, beasts encircling
them, snapping at the air around them, birds diving at their heads.
The old man held them off chanting in the old language and sent
Simon a message,

“Use thy power
boy!”

Simon hesitated then raised his hands
to the blackening sky, forcing himself to pull in all the forces of
nature to his finger tips, chanting in the old language that the
old man fed him, beckoning them to his command. “Open!” he shouted to the sky.

Thunder clapped and an enormous flash of
lightening lit the sky. The snakes slithered away, the animals
cried out in fear and ran, the birds ignited into flames, dropping
like hail stones; disintegrating before they hit the ground. Simon
moved toward the creature, limping and dragging his brace behind
him and ripped open his sack cloth shirt to reveal the words ‘Snvi…
Ssnevoy’ painted in black on his chest.

“You cannot hurt me,”
Simon raged at her.

She screamed in a thousand voices when
she saw the words, knowing she could not kill him and backed away,
pulling Mitch close to her, blanketing him in her wings, yellow
light flashing from her eyes, speaking into Simon’s big blue
eyes, “Cripple! Jealous, sexless dwarf
child! Unnatural creature! Born of swine to be neither son of Adam
nor daughter of Eve, unnatural thing!” she seethed,
taunting him.

Her words hit him with the force of a
storm, physically staggering him. His mind splintered.
“…neither son of Adam nor daughter of Eve,
unnatural thing!” echoed in his ears. The truth of it
ripped into his soul.

“Listen not, boy!”
the old man called out from behind him.

“Excrement of swine. Mistake
of God,” she gloated, glaring at him
triumphantly.

Simon screamed in anguish. The cut of her
words making him feel like they were peeling the skin off of him,
rending open his most private secrets, revealing him to be exactly
what she said, God’s mistake.

She changed her form again; Ivy
Farthing, long golden red hair, tall and lithe, supple pink-nippled
breasts, beautiful and feminine, Botticelli’s Venus come to
life. “This is what he loves. Thou art an
ugly mongrel changling, a vessel for his pity. Nothing
more.”

Simon let his head hang down, deflated
and…defeated, a flood of tears rolling down his face, broken inside
now as well as out; deformed inside as well as out.

The old man came to his side,
“She lies, boy. Remember how he hast loved thee
and protected thee, comforted and nurtured thee. ‘Twas not false as
is this,” he said and flicked his fingers at the image
of Ivy Farthing standing before them, splintering it into shards to
reveal the creature in her true form once again. Simon turned
away.

Reaching back into Simon’s soul, the
old man heard Simon say quietly, sadly, “I
am an unnatural thing. God’s mistake.” The old man saw
the mortal wound gaping open inside him, bleeding him of all that
ever made him special.

“Nay boy, thou art as
natural as thy name, Holly,” he said, warming Simon
from the inside with the strength of his conviction. The effort of
seeing into Simon again weakened the old man, forcing him to
withdraw, but before he did, the old man came upon an image, hidden
deep in the recesses of Simon’s mind. The answer.

He took the boy’s face in both his hands,
forcing him to look into his tiny black eyes as they changed, no
longer tiny and black but green, turned up at their corners. His
lips began to move, the voice coming out of his mouth not his own,
“I didn’t pull you out of Holy Family to sacrifice you to a jail
cell. Do you understand me?” When the old man saw the reaction in
Simon’s eyes, he pushed harder, “Just promise me that if we’re
caught you’ll let me protect you and save yourself.”

“Save myself? Save myself? Why, so I
can be left alone again. . . without you? NEVER! I…I…I…” Simon
shouted angrily at the Mitch in the old man’s eyes, stopping in
mid-sentence, afraid to say what he really felt. A flush of hot
color came into his face. The old man’s eyes changed back to tiny
black beads, nodding his head. Simon understood and turned back to
the creature screaming. “Abitu, Abizu,
Hakash, Avers Hikpodu, Ayalu, Matrota…I know who you are. You
cannot hurt me.”

Enraged at the thought of the mongrel
being given the blessings; powerless because Simon knew her true
names but still as clever as time itself, she spat back,
“But I can hurt him which is the same
thing,” and she flung Mitch into the far tower wall
with the whip of her tail; his body sliding down to land in the
corner. Then wailing with the frustration of her purpose failed,
the shattering sound of her screaming voice shook the already
weakened walls around them making them crumble and fall.

The atmosphere around them whipped
itself up into gale force winds; the ground quaking violently
beneath their feet; rocks tumbling to the ground from the larger
walls of the ruins as Simon strode toward her, power radiating from
his otherwise innocent blue eyes. He saw she was afraid…of him. She
changed again and Sister Mary Immaculata was standing before
him. “This is God’s will, Simon, you must
not interfere,” she pleaded. The image of the love
Sister Mary always had for him weakened him and he hesitated. The
old man saw it too, understood and flicked his gnarled old finger
at her.

“Be gone, demon
harlot!”

Sister Mary screamed, her image
shattering.

Seeing her for what she was again, Simon
thought back to that Christmas Eve at Holy Family when Mitch first
came to him, beautiful, strong, loving. Then saw him in the corner;
broken and dirty, blood oozing from his pores at the feet of a
monster. His heart filled with the anger of a lifetime; hatred
beyond all imagination welled up in him with an intensity of just
one purpose.

Her wings opened and she leapt into the air,
escaping into the sky above them. Simon heard a weird sound come
from behind him. Twang, whoosh, thunk and a startling ear splitting
scream as the old man’s arrow with a Holly flight soared through
the air, piercing the creature’s shoulder, sending her plummeting
back down to the ground. Simon rushed forward and hurled himself on
her, driving a long stake with a holly shaft under her ribs.

The old man suddenly appeared behind her,
pulling her head back to shove another holly shafted stake down her
throat. Throwing them off violently, she stood up on her haunches,
screaming another high pitched shriek, writhing in pain as she
tried with her many arms to dislodge the holly stakes from her ribs
and throat.

Simon was up again and on her with another
stake, shaped like a dagger, rampaging, erupting, surging more with
each blow, tears of love running down his cheeks, power and
strength coursing through his veins; every cell, every nerve, as he
looked into her eyes, roaring like the lion he’d become inside.

Her head began to shake violently from side
to side, her face changing with each turn. She was no longer the
demon harlot, she was…Sister Mary Immaculata; she was his mother.
She was an ancient Mesopotamian goddess; an Egyptian princess. She
was Melanie Woodward; a Greek oracle. She was an African fertility
idol; then an Asian prostitute. She was Lady Madeline, then
Sandrine. She was Ivy Farthing, then a beautiful Italian
Renaissance aristocrat. She was a French Queen with powdered wig,
then a Balinese dancer. She was a blonde American film star; then a
raven-haired pop singer; then she returned to her true self, horns
and teeth, hair and scales.

With just her eyes open, she shifted them
from Simon to the half ruined tower above where Mitch was lying
semiconscious. In the wild rage of his fury, Simon brought down
his stake one more time ramming it through her forehead. The life
left her eyes, but not before the ground beneath them shook again,
one last enormous rumbling heave.

The wavering towers crumbled and pitched
until the weakest of them collapsed, sending a hail of boulders
showering down on Mitch’s body.

The next thing Simon knew, the old man was
dragging him, kicking, screaming and crying off the creature’s
body, “I am not God’s mistake,” he sobbed as the old man brought
him up to his feet.

“Nay, nay, boy. She is
finished. Thou must go to thy Master.”

Simon got up and ran, limping over to Mitch.
The old man went in the other direction, kicking the creature’s
body until it rolled back over into its grave; disintegrating back
into the bones it came from.

Over at the pile of rubble, Simon could see
that Mitch was all but buried; his face half smashed, a bloody
pulp; one arm and both his legs. He screamed to the old man in
panic. “Help him!”

The old man came over and looked at the body.
“Hurry, boy, get me some wheat, straw, anything grassy,
quickly!”

Simon’s mind scattered, reaching in every
direction for what he needed. He ran to the tent, coming back with
a large cardboard box. “Will this do?” he asked the old man
breathlessly. The box was filled with packing straw that they’d
brought to crate artifacts.

“Cover his wounds with it, quickly,”
the old man ordered, and they covered him.

“The essence of thy spirit is the wheat
of the fields,” the old man chanted nervously, “And so I give thee
back to the wheat.”

“No! No!” Simon shouted.

“Hush, boy!” the old man shouted back,
then took out the small knife from his pocket.

Simon knew then. The old man sliced a small
cut in his wrist, sprinkling the blood over the packing straw.
Mitch’s body started to twitch. His eyes opened, filled with pain.
He saw Simon kneeling over him, his lips moved slightly. Simon
leaned in to hear. “Save yourself,” Mitch whispered. There was only
one answer Simon could give. He looked deeply into Mitch’s pain
filled eyes, touching his face gently. “Where you go, I go.”

The old man waved his hand in front of
Mitch’s face. “Sleep,” and looked at Simon, his tiny black eyes
full of worry. “I am old and weak, and sick. I don’t have the
strength.” He looked at the knife and then at Simon. Simon grabbed
the knife from the old man’s hand and punctured his own wrist,
deeply. A shower of blood spurted out over the straw covering
Mitch’s wounds.

“The essence of thy spirit is the wheat
of the fields and so I give thee back to the wheat from whence thou
came and through which ye shall be restored,” Simon repeated,
following the words as fast as they were put into his head, his
little body shaking, a flood of tears mixing with the blood as he
showered Mitch’s body.

“The essence of thy spirit is the wheat
of the fields and so I give thee back to the wheat from whence thou
came and through which ye shall be restored.”

Neither Simon nor the old man noticed that
Gayle had arrived and had wrapped Ivy Farthing in a blanket and was
taking her away until she came back with another blanket for them
to carry Mitch’s body away.

***

Fi was taking the garbage out to the
back of the inn when they got there. Before she could even open her
mouth to ask what was going on Gayle was on her.
“Forget,” she said with a wave of her
hand. She had to do it one more time with one of the bus boys who
saw her taking Ivy to her room to clean her up and make
her…sleep…and forget.

Simon and the old man managed to get
Mitch to his room, but he was heavy so Simon tried something he’d
never done before, and wasn’t sure he could. “Rise,” he commanded the unconscious body and it
did. They only had to guide it back to the room. When they got
there, they put Jack into a chair and Mitch on the bed. The old man
looked at Simon, shaking his head.

“I am too old and thou art too young,”
he said with sad resignation in his voice.

“We can’t give up,” Simon shouted,
pacing back and forth across the floor.

“I don’t know what else I can do. His
injuries are beyond our strength to restore,” the old man said,
sitting down and putting his head in his hands.

“What about Gayle?”

“She’s a woman. A woman will not do to
give life to other than to her own kin,” the old man answered.
Simon saw Jack out of the corner of his eye, walked over and waved
his hand in front of his face. “Awake!”

When Jack opened his eyes, Simon was kneeling
before him. “He’s dying,” Simon said, pointing to the bed. Jack
looked over. His color was more bloodless and ashen than before;
his lips completely blue.

The old man looked up and knew what Simon
wanted to do, but he would even go him one better. He reached into
his pocket and pulled out a black root and his knife and went over
to Jack. Jack looked to Simon, fear in his eyes. “Don’t be afraid,”
Simon said and took his hand.

The old man unbuttoned Jack’s shirt, exposing
his chest. He sliced the root and gave it to Simon. Simon took the
root and bled on it from his wrist then put it over Jack’s heart.
“Heal,” they both commanded at the same time. Jack startled from
the rush of fresh blood through his veins, color instantly shooting
back into his face.

“What the fuck?” Jack said, swooning
from the new blood rapidly shooting through his veins.

“We need you to keep him alive, Dr.
Edgeworth,” Simon said urgently. “We need your blood.”

“He is still weak and very ill,” the
old man said to Simon. “It will kill him if we do this.”

Simon looked into Jack’s eyes, begging him
without words.

The only thought that came to Jack’s mind was
of when they were wheeling him through that long white hallway,
feeling Mitch’s hand take his, looking into those green feline like
eyes and hearing him say, “I love you, Jack.”

“Do whatever you have to,” Jack said in
a tone that left no room for argument.

Simon and the old man pushed the chair over
to the bed and took Jack’s wrist, putting the knife in his other
hand. Simon showed Jack the cut in his wrist as did the old man,
showing him what he needed to do.

Jack took the knife, looking at his broken
boy the way he had in that bathroom so many years ago and said to
him, tears running down his cheeks “I love you, too,” and pierced
his vein, letting the blood flow out of it, dripping over Mitch’s
straw covered chest. There was nothing more Simon or the old man
could do but watch and pace as Jack’s life force drained from his
arm onto the crushed body on the bed.

Suddenly, there was a knock at the door.
Simon and the old man looked at each other. But something was
different. The old man sniffed at the air; a look of knowledge
coming into his eyes. “Rotted earth,” the old man said to Simon in
his soundless voice and started to pull Jack’s chair away from the
bed. “Help me, boy!”

Simon took the other side of the chair and
they pulled it back against the wall behind the door. “And do what
I tell thee when I tell thee! Now answer the door,” the old man
said, his soundless voice taking on an echo.

Simon turned and opened the door. A large
older man was standing there in a very fine gray suit. He had
Mitch’s chin and nose, and Simon knew, immediately.

“Is this Dr. Mitchell Bramson’s room?”
the man asked.

Simon nodded and let the man walk in, closing
the door behind him. The old man took Simon’s right hand from
behind the door and held it tight, sending him the message.

Without hesitating Simon pushed the old man
in the suit forcefully against the back of the door, putting the
palm of his left hand on the man’s chest where his heart would be,
pressing hard.

“What the…” was all Julian Bramson the
Third got out, the words seizing in his mouth. The last things he
saw were Jack’s eyes as the old man put his other hand over the
root on Jack heart.

***

When Simon came in for breakfast the next
morning he was more tired than he’d ever been in his life. He could
barely pick his good foot up, much less carry the weight of the
brace on his other one. He slipped into a chair at the first table
he saw.

“You look like you could use a strong
cup,” Deck said putting his hand on Simon’s shoulder from behind.
Simon looked up. Deck came around, his blue gray eyes and sad smile
showing no traces of his troubles. Simon closed his eyes, shaking
his head.

“I’m glad to see you’re feeling better.
You had me worried there for a while,” Simon sighed.

“Nah,” Deck said. “Just a touch of the
flu, I guess. I’m as strong as a horse today.” Then his expression
and tone changed. “I’m so sorry about Dr. Bramson, Simon. I know
how much he meant to you. I wish there was something I could
do…”

“I think he would want us to finish
what we came here to do,” Simon said, struggling to piece together
something to say. “Our boss, Dr. Edgeworth, arrived last night and
there are some still things we need to do…but not today.” Simon let
his head hang down, thinking. “Speaking of…didn’t you say something
about black coffee…?”

“Coming right up,” Deck said and went
to fetch it.

A moment later there was another voice behind
him. “Jed told me about the accident yesterday. I’m so sorry
Simon,” Sandrine said and came around to sit opposite him and took
his hand.

Simon bowed his head, making his big black
curls move. “Me, too.”

Sandrine reached out, touching his hair. “If
there’s anything I can do…” Simon could only blush. Some things
never change.

***

When Sean Donnelly opened his eyes in the
hospital that morning the first thing he saw was the old man
standing in front of him. “What are you doing here?” Sean asked him
before he realized that he could both see and speak.

“Thy curse is lifted, Irishman, but I
have a burdensome gift I must give thee,” and he touched Sean’s
forehead with his thumb. “Thou shalt not
forget and more, I give thee my memory, so what hast happened here
shalt not be forgotten.”

Sean blinked, then looked at the old man, the
dawning of knowledge in his eyes. “Dear God,” Sean mumbled as the
realization of millennia ran around his brain.

“Yes, Irishman and now ‘tis thee who
must be vigilant for thy race,” the old man said wearily then
disappeared behind the curtain.

***

On the other side of the county, a
tall, black-haired woman walked through the doors of the hospital,
stylishly dressed in all black. No one saw her, or remembered that
they did. She entered Malcolm Farthing’s room and waved her hand in
front of his face. “Awake and
forget,” she said.

His eyes opened. “Gayle? Where am I? What the
hell is going on?”

“You got hit on the head by a falling
rock at the dig, but you’ll be alright now. I just stopped by to
see how you’ve been getting on,” she said, smiling
slyly.

“I did? I guess that explains this
bloody awful headache,” he said reaching back to touch the back of
his head, smiling weakly at her. “How long have I been
here?”


Chapter XXIII

 


The Devon Dragon, Madonna & Child

 


I look at you, your whole life stands before
you I look at me and I'm running out of time Time has brought us
here to share these moments To look for something we may never find
Until we find the bridge across forever Until this grand illusion
brings us home You and I will always be together From this day on,
you'll never walk alone You're a part of me, I'm a part of you
Wherever we may travel Whatever we go through Whatever time may
take away It cannot change the way we feel today So hold me close
and say you feel it too You're a part of me and I'm a part of
you.

Part of me, Part of You,

……..As performed by Glenn
Frey

for the film Thelma & Louise

 


 


“Jack! Jack!” a woman’s voice called
from across the crowded room, a hand waving above all of the taller
heads around her. Jack Edgeworth looked toward the voice and
cringed. “Jack!” He heard one more time before Evelyn Lenox made
her way over to him. “Jeeze, Jack what’s it been, twenty years?”
she said loudly over the din of the crowd around them.

“Evie,” Jack said giving her air kisses
on each cheek. “You look wonderful. You’ve hardly changed a bit,”
he said amazed by the amount of Botox it must have taken to keep
that being a true statement.

“So do you, like a million. You haven’t
aged a day. Have you had work done?” she asked, examining his face
closely. Jack just smiled, then looked down, deep in thought as
Evie looked around at all the glitz, glam, money and names that
were roaming around the room. “This is so exciting, but I was sorry
to hear about your…friend. I remember all the terrible things
Annette used to say and, I’m just so sorry,” she said
honestly.

“Thank you, Evie. I appreciate that,”
Jack said, taking a good swallow of his drink. He felt an arm come
around his from behind. He looked over, then back to Evie. “Evelyn
Lenox, I’d like you to meet my fiancé, Alida Ruales.”

Evie’s eyes shifted over to the striking
black-haired, black-eyed Cuban woman. She put out her hand. “Lovely
to meet you, Miss Ruales,” she said, pinched but pleasant.

“Very nice to meet you too, Mrs.
Lenox,” Alida said, nodding and smiling brightly at the blonde
woman with the tight face.

“Well, I really should be moving along.
So many people to see…” Evie said and took Jack by the hand,
leaning in close to whisper. “At least I’m glad to see your taste
in jewels hasn’t changed,” referring to Alida’s large Baroque pearl
necklace and matching earrings with diamond clips.

“Nope,” Jack said. “Only in who wears
them,” and gave her his best boyishly sexy grin.

“You old devil,” she laughed, then
sighed, “Always at the wrong place at the wrong time,” as she
walked away. Jack and Alida turned in the other direction and saw
Simon coming toward them.

“It’s almost time, Dr. Edgeworth. We’d
better go.” Jack kissed Alida lightly on the cheek and went with
Simon toward the platform with chairs and microphones in front of
the long blue velvet curtain that hung from the ceiling.

Just as they were approaching the platform,
Jack saw the young blonde man who’d come to see him a few weeks
before. He’d come in without appointment just as Jack was on his
way out to lunch. “Dr. Edgeworth? I’m Alexander Bramson. Would you
mind if we spoke briefly?” More than surprised, Jack just waved him
into his office and shut the door.

“What can I do for you, Mr. Bramson?”
The young man looked earnestly at Jack. He had Mitch’s chin and
nose.

“I didn’t know,” was all he said at
first, shaking his head, looking down and taking a deep breath. “I
swear I didn’t know. I’d have loved to have known him,” the young
man said on the verge of tears, “my brother…I only found out when
the circumstances of my father’s death hit the papers.”

“I’m sure he would have loved to know
you, too,” Jack said, putting his hand on the young man’s shoulder
and guiding him into the room to a chair. This kid wasn’t at all
like his father or his older Congressman brother. He seemed
genuine; sincerely coming to Jack to be able to talk to him about a
subject no one in Boston had anything good to say about.

Jack believed him when he said he didn’t know
about Mitch, but the newspapers had had a field day with it, from
the top down to the tabloids. “Boston Steel Scion, Julian Bramson,
the Third, Meets Abandoned Son; Both die tragically.” No one ever
questioned the coroner’s diagnosis that a massive heart attack
killed old man Bramson. But they certainly played up the abandoned
first son angle. Even Jack couldn’t do anything about that. After
all, Mitch’s death certificate was public record, and two famous
American men named Bramson both dying in the same small English
village was the only lead anyone needed. The AP and UPI were on it
like vultures.

Alexander Bramson handed Jack a check, one
million dollars. “From my trust, it should’ve been his anyway,” he
shrugged, uncomfortable with the emotions that were stirring behind
his pale blue eyes. “I learned as much about him as I could before
I came. I know he loved the Museum, and his work. I was hoping that
you might fund a foundation with that, or do something you think he
might like. I don’t know what else I can do for him.” Jack took out
a piece of paper and wrote something down, handing it to the young
man.

“You can go see him and tell him,” Jack
said. It was the address of a cemetery. The young man took it and
nodded. “I will. I’ll do that,” the young man said and got up to
go.

When he got to the door where his father had
stood only months before, and his brother only weeks before that,
Jack stopped him. “Come to the opening of his new exhibit,” Jack
said. “Be our guest. I know he’d like that. It would show that
you’re not ashamed of him and would’ve liked to have been part of
his life. I think he’d like that very much,” Jack said, getting up
to hand the young man an envelope with tickets and shake his hand.
“And thank you for coming today. I do appreciate it.”

The young man leaned into him, speaking
quietly. “I’m not like my father or my brother, Dr. Edgeworth. Now
that I know what I do, I’d like to think maybe I’m more like him.
I’m a legal aid lawyer who writes American military biographies,”
he said. Smiling at the irony of it, Jack laughed out loud shaking
his head.

“Yes. Knowing him the way I did, I
think he would have found that fascinating, and you’re right. I
think you probably are like him in a lot of ways, Alexander. Please
come and be with us,” Jack said.

The young man nodded, smiling sadly. “Thank
you for that, Dr. Edgeworth.”

***

When they were all seated on the platform,
the president of the Museum got up to speak. He made a brief
presentation about the gravity of the exhibit, what it meant not
only to science but to art, culture and human understanding. He
spoke of the sacrifice of life that brought the exhibit to them and
the grief it brought to everyone at the Museum, then he introduced
Jack as the one person he thought was most affected.

Jack stood up and walked to the podium. “This
exhibit,” he said. “…will stand in the annals of human history as
one of the most important finds of this or any other century.
Nothing has ever been found to rival it. It’s not for the faint of
heart, so may I recommend caution. It will make you rethink your
entire life, of whom you are and where you come from. It will
challenge your thoughts and beliefs about everything you have ever
though you knew.

“But this knowledge comes to us at a
great cost, more than I was personally willing to pay. I was the
one who sent Dr. Mitchell Bramson to England to excavate a thousand
year old castle for the greater glory of knowledge, our careers and
this Museum, not knowing what would come out of it, and because of
that, I have lost my most gifted colleague, friend and…son. I will
not belabor this further as that would not be what Dr. Bramson
would’ve wanted, but I will leave you with two
introductions.

“First I’d like to introduce the young
man to my right, Mr. Alexander Bramson, Dr. Bramson’s brother, who
came to me with an idea and a check, to fund a foundation that Dr.
Bramson would have done himself, the Impoverished School Arts
Program for New York City. Please,” Jack said motioning for
Alexander to stand and be acknowledged. Alexander stood and took a
small bow while the audience in the great hall applauded, then
retook his seat.

“Next I’d like to introduce you to the
young man who stood side-by-side with Dr. Bramson during every step
of this expedition, a fine scholar in his own right, and the man I
have the honor of announcing will take over Dr. Bramson’s work and
efforts. Dr. Simon Holly.”

Simon stood up carefully and walked slowly to
the podium to minimize his limp and stood next to Jack. Dressed in
a blue suit, white shirt and the ice blue tie that Alida had picked
out for him, his hair straightened and combed back as Madame
Duvalier had taught him, he stepped up to the podium and opened a
folder in front of him as the audience applauded.

“Thank you, Dr. Edgeworth, for your
kind words and confidence,” he said, and Jack stepped
back.

“This exhibit, as you all know by now
is called, “The Devon Dragon, Madonna & Child,” so I’d like to
take a moment to explain what that means and its importance to us
as human beings and the world of knowledge. Dr. Edgeworth and Lord
Neville Cotswold of Great Britain came upon the existence of this
site rather by accident. It had lain unexplored for centuries and
only when threatened by the movement of modern civilization did it
come to our attention. Located in the southwest of England, the
castle ruin was once the ancestral home of a noble family called
Revelstoke and can with certainty be dated to the late 8th century
A.D.

“As you will see from the exhibit, we
have reproduced the castle ruin as we first found it, here in the
great hall.” Simon then gave a high sign to the ushers standing
near each corner of the great hall. In unison they pulled back the
curtains lining the walls to reveal that all the walls had been
painted with murals depicting scenes from late 10th century noble
life, a kitchen scene, a banquet scene, a front view of the castle
as it had been when built, a bedroom scene and a courtyard scene.
The audience gasped as they turned around to get a full view of the
panorama of life at Revelstoke circa 999 A.D.

After they’d had a chance to absorb it all,
Simon began to speak again. “However, this was no ordinary medieval
castle, as we were to soon learn. It was the site of something that
has frightened and fascinated humankind since the dawn of time
because as Dr. Bramson, Lady Madeline Cotswold and I discovered, it
did not come to its ruined state naturally. The story, as we have
uncovered it, is one of monumental significance for both the people
who lived at the time and everyone who has lived since.

“The noble family of Revelstoke was one
of many who were either forced or volunteered to marry their sons
to French noble women in order to please the new King, William the
Conqueror, court favor with him and keep their holdings.

“In this case, it was the young Lord
Eadwyn Revelstoke who was set to marry a young Breton Princess,
Alais. However, while they were away arranging for the marriage,
something astonishing happened. Their castle Revelstoke had been
the subject of another invasion, but of a very different nature,
for when they returned they found their castle had been laid to
ruin by a monster. What we would call today, a dragon.”

A hush fell over the room, disbelief etching
itself on the faces of everyone in the audience. Simon waited a
moment then began again.

“I know. I wouldn’t have believed it
either, but it gets even more unbelievable. This dragon, most
likely choosing Revelstoke for its remoteness and close access to
the sea, was not just any dragon. It was a female needing to nest,
to bear the offspring it carried from some far-off region. The
testing on the remains you are about to see produced results like
none other known to the current state of science as verified by The
Museum of Natural History. The best the DNA could tell us was that
it was most similar to a desert lizard common to the area between
the Tigris and Euphrates rivers in the country currently know as
Iraq and even at that, one that they believe should have been
extinct for thousands of years.”

“As the story goes on, finding their
castle in ruins and their people dead, used for food by the invader
and believing it to be a devil or demon as their tradition would
have told them, Lord Revelstoke enlisted the aid of the Catholic
hierarchy of the area, who then joined forces with the still
thriving indigenous Druid culture to storm the castle and slay the
dragon. What they didn’t know at the time was that the creature was
a gestating female in a weakened state by her labor, so when they
burst in on her lair, they were faced with a sight that would haunt
them to their graves, the mother dragon holding her newborn
offspring, and they slew them both.” Simon stopped for a moment to
take a breath, a drink of water, and to let the audience absorb
what he’d just said.

“Another fact they didn’t know was that
in their absence, a cult arose around the castle, one which also
believed that the creature was either the devil or some demon sent
by him, and worshipped it. Once discovered, those cultists were
also slain and burned by the local clerics of both religions, but
not before they gave the creature and her child what they believed
to be a proper burial.

“The ‘gravestone’ you will also see
here tonight, is one of the finest examples of mosaic work to
survive the period, rivaling the artistry of the Roman Empire. Also
on display is a collection of jewelry believed to be the heirlooms
of the lady of the castle, also no less than a thousand years old,
along with various other relics and artifacts that give us a unique
look into the lives of the period, generally, and of those involved
in the fantastic events of this castle in particular. To this end,
Dr. Edgeworth, our dedicated and talented staff and I have taken
great pains to reproduce for you here tonight the environment I
have just described, using the authentic artifacts found in and
around the site. I now give you, The Devon Dragon,” Simon finished,
giving another sign with his hand.

The long blue velvet curtain behind the
platform rose to reveal a replica of the castle towers as they
found them. The platform was then pulled away to the side and the
entry way though the towers opened up for the audience to walk
through.

As each passer-by followed the arrowed signs
around the velvet rope, they saw, first, a knight in armor,
kneeling before the bejeweled sword they found. The next scene was
of a noble woman, the Lady of the Manor, sitting at her dressing
table; a grand display of jewels before her, appearing to choose
from them what she would wear.

The next tableau was of the young Lord
Eadwyn, his page Peter dressing him in chain mail and armor, as if
sending him into battle. The final scene was of a bed chamber with
a maiden princess lying peacefully asleep, a large box of gold
trinkets and items opened at the foot of the bed, her dowry.

In the center area of the reproduced castle
another blue velvet curtain was hung and when everyone had had a
chance to view the scenes, they waited around it expectantly. When
Jack was sure he had everyone’s attention, he spoke. “Ladies and
Gentlemen, on behalf of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Dr.
Mitchell Bramson, Dr. Simon Holly and I present to you, The Devon
Dragon,” and Simon pulled the cord, raising the curtain to reveal
the large hermetically sealed clear glass case which held the
skeletal remains of…the creature and her child, her jaw set open
from her last cry of anguish before death, her long clawed hands
wrapped around the child as a human might do, her wings
retracted.

The room went riot, camera flashes exploding,
news cameras zooming in, chaotic applause, gasps, and shouts, some
men grabbing their wives as they fainted at the sight if it, taking
them back out into the larger room. Possibly even more frightening
and disturbing than the creature itself was the mosaic tablet
propped up behind it, the face and torso of the creature as it had
been in life, entwined with the wolf and the serpent with the word
below the image, Genetrix, translated below for the public,
‘Mother’, and rising behind it, the ancient granite Celtic cross
that had guarded those remains from being disturbed.


 


 


Chapter XXIV

 


THE HUMAN TOUCH

 


And if you're listening God, please, Don't
make it

hard

To know if we should believe the things that
we see

Tell us, should we try to stay,

Should we run away, or would it be better
just to let

things be?

Living here in this brand new world

Might be a fantasy,

But its taught me to love

So its real, real, real to me

And I've learned

That we must look inside our hearts

To find

A world full of love

Like yours, Like mine

Like Home

Home

………...As performed by the Original
Broadway

Cast of The Wiz

 


 


After the crowd had calmed down to a dull
roar, Jack and Simon slipped away to the side of the room. “I
really should go now, Dr. Edgeworth. It’s getting late and…Do you
mind?” Simon asked, shuffling nervously. Jack took Simon gently by
the arm, deeper into a corner farthest from the crowd. His eyes
were pensive, penetrating, as he looked into Simon’s.

“You think you can do it?” he asked
under his breath.

“Yes, I think I can,” Simon said
nodding.

“Anything you need, just tell me and
you’ll have it. Anything at all,” Jack said staring into him. “You
understand?” Jack asked, pulling up his shirt sleeve to show Simon
the scar on his wrist.

Simon nodded again, pulling up his own sleeve
and showing his scar to Jack. “I understand.”

Jack took Simon in his arms and hugged him
tightly, “You’re a good boy, Simon. I’m so proud of you,” then went
back to Alida who was waiting for him at the edge of the crowd. He
still had so much PR to do to make it all work.

***

Simon opened the door to his apartment at the
Dakota, took off his jacket and messed up his hair, walking over to
the figure with the long hair in the wheelchair sitting in front of
the television set. He put his hand on his shoulder. “Whadja
think?” he asked.

A voice came from the figure; grinding,
almost garbled. “I am so…very…proud of you,” he said. “You’ve
become…everything I’ve always…wanted for you,” the voice said, his
head dropping down, crying. “You’re so brilliant. You should
have…just let me…die. Made a home…for yourself…lived your own
life.”

Simon walked around the chair and got down on
one knee. He wiped the tears from the man’s face, but was unable to
hold back his own. Simon raised the man’s head with his hand,
looking into those green, catlike eyes, the eye socket and cheek
bone on the right side crushed and scarred, his jaw disfigured and
hanging slack, making it difficult for him to speak.

“But you are my home. There’ll never be
any other for me,” Simon said and took him in his arms, sobbing.
“I’ll make it better. I’ll fix everything. I promise. I took care
of the pain, didn’t I?” he said looking back at him and waving his
hand in front of his face. “Sleep.”

***

Simon pushed the wheelchair over to the bed
and maneuvered Mitch onto it, laying him out in a straight line,
then went into the bathroom. He slowly took off his shirt, turning
his back to face the mirror so he could look back over his
shoulder. A blaze of color ran across his back, boughs of holly on
one side trailing down the back of his arm, thick swirls of ivy
vines on the other side, trailing down the back of his other arm,
the figure of an ancient Celtic cross, gray granite, coming up the
center of his back, stopping only at the base of his hairline.

He went over to a small wooden box bound with
wrought-iron straps, opened it and took out two small back roots,
putting them in a wooden bowl beside the box and taking them both
with him back into the bedroom.

He turned on the light and set the bowl on
the bedside table, the small knife he always carried in his pocket
appeared in his hand. He sliced the two roots in half, making four
pieces, then held out his wrist over the bowl and cut. The roots
soaked, he took the bowl and sat down on the side of the bed,
placing each of the four halves alongside Mitch’s jaw line.
Confident that they were properly placed, he moved toward the foot
of the bed and stood shirtless, raising his arms to the sky;
chanting in the language the old man had taught him.

The bed began to tremble slightly and
the air seemed to take on the feel of whirling particle movement
around the bed. When he was finished, he went back around to the
side of the bed and took Mitch’s right hand in his, waving his left
over his face. “Heal,” he said
commandingly, and covered Mitch’s face with a light damp
cloth.

Drained and exhausted, he took his pillow and
blanket from the foot of the bed and lay down on the floor next to
it, concentrating on the healing he wanted to be done. Out of the
back of his mind music came to his ears, putting words to his
thoughts; a song he heard on the cab radio riding back from the
museum earlier. He drifted off. “If I lay here. If I just lay here.
Would you lay with me and forget about the world?…”

***

That night Jack Edgeworth was twenty-three
again. His hair was long and he had a beard; dressed in his old
digging clothes. He was sitting at a table at the Village Vanguard,
close to the stage.

The room was crowded and smoky. He could
smell the pot smoke wafting past him from the back of the room. He
looked toward the smell and found a young man with long red hair
was passing him a joint. He took it and hit it, then passed it to a
black girl with a big Afro wearing a Dashiki and big dangly
earrings at the table next to him.

When he looked back up toward the stage, she
was there on her stool with her long hair, hippy clothes and
guitar, her feline green eyes sparkling and young again, like he
was.

The lights went down. He was mesmerized. She
looked at him smiling, directly at him, and winked, then started to
sing and play, “Through my child’s eyes.” The crowd went wild.

He stood up, not being able to take his
eyes off her, clapping and whistling. “He’s our boy,” Jack said to
her under his breath. She nodded to him as if she’d heard what he’d
said, happy again. “Yes, he is our
boy,” he heard her whisper behind his ear.

***

The next morning Simon got up, washed his
face and put on a shirt before going back to the bed; newspaper, a
damp wash cloth and a mirror in his hand. He took the root halves
off Mitch’s face and gently washed away what was left of the dried
blood.

The scars along his jaw were gone and his
bones had healed, looking the same as the day they had first met.
Simon smiled to himself with a great heaving sigh of relief,
satisfied now, that he could do it all. It might take some time,
but yes, he could do it all.

He waved his hand in front of Mitch’s
face. “Awake.”

Mitch opened his eyes to see Simon sitting
there on the edge of his bed. Simon held up the mirror. “Look!” he
said proudly, like a child who’d just brought home his first A.
Mitch closed his eyes and turned his head away, afraid to see what
had become of him.

“Really, it’s okay. Please, look,”
Simon said insistently, holding the mirror closer.

Mitch looked, astonishment washing over his
face like a ripple trailing through a still pond at what he saw
there in the mirror.

Simon helped him up into his chair again and
pushed it back in front of the television, the mirror in his lap,
and went into the kitchen to make their breakfast. When he came
back with the breakfast tray, he was already dressed for work.
Simon put the tray on the arms of the chair, whispering in his ear.
“I told you I would take care of it.” Mitch looked up at him, his
eyes shining again, like they used to. He reached for Simon’s hand
with his crippled one, motioning with his head for Simon to come
closer, then whispered in his ear. “You are the best of anything I
could have ever done with my life,” he said in perfect but
quavering voice.

Simon kissed him on the forehead and stood
up, taller and straighter than he ever in his life believed he
could. “I have to go to work now, and I’d like to bring Jack back
with me tonight for dinner. He misses you so much,” he said walking
towards the door; the old roots wrapped in newspaper for the
incinerator.

Mitch nodded, smiling as he looked in the
mirror again.

“And I’m going to book us for a trip to
China next summer on my lunch break, you, me and Jack. I’ve always
wanted to see the Qin terra cotta soldiers and horses at
Xian.”

“Take your umbrella, Simon. It’s
raining out and I don’t want you to catch a cold,” Mitch said
lovingly, looking back at him through his reflection in the mirror,
smiling.

Putting up his umbrella, Simon started
down the street away from the building then stopped, turning to
look back up at the window where he knew Mitch sat. Another song
came into his head, from a film with Sidney Poitier he saw late one
night in the common room of Holy Family after Mitch had first come
and he was feeling particularly hopeless and couldn’t sleep. Simon
began to hum, then sing, “…a friend who
taught me right from wrong, and weak from strong, that's a lot to
learn. What, what can I give you in return? If you wanted the moon
I would try to make a start, but I would rather you let me give my
heart to Sir, with love.

“Those awkward years have
hurried by, why did they fly, fly away? Why is it, Sir, children
grow up to be people one day? What takes the place of climbing
trees, and dirty knees, in the world outside? What, what is there
that I can buy? If you wanted the world, I'd surround it with a
wall, I'd scrawl these words with letters ten feet tall…to Sir,
with love.”


Chapter XXV

 


Le Petit Fils de France

Little Son of France

(December 24, 2006)

 


Two A.M. and she calls me 'cause I'm still
awake, "Can you help me unravel my latest mistake? I don't love
him. Winter just wasn't my season."

Breathe (2 AM.),

………As performed by Anna
Nalick

 


 


“Push, push!” the big bosomed midwife
urged authoritatively. “You must push, girl and breathe!” Soaked in
sweat, her long red hair matted to her forehead, Ivy Farthing
pushed, crying out in pain like she could have never imaged; a
fireball pushing its way out of her, tearing her guts out along the
way.

“We’re almost there. I can see it now.
Just keep pushing,” Sandrine said, taking Ivy’s hand and squeezing
it tightly.

“Just get it out of me,” Ivy screamed,
clamping her teeth, grinding them together with the one last push
she had in her after eight hours of excruciating pain. The midwife
and Sandrine changed positions. The midwife put her hands under the
sheet tent over Ivy’s knees, reaching in.

“I’ve got it,” the midwife said,
looking at Sandrine and smiling, then to Ivy. “One more big push,
lassie and we’re done.” Ivy screamed, pushing as hard as she could
and felt it come out of her, sighing with relief to know she was
empty again.

There was the sharp sound of a slap and the
wail of a newborn child. Ivy’s heaving breath slowly started coming
back to normal as the midwife took the baby over to the sideboard
to clean it up and make sure everything was in order. Sandrine
stayed by Ivy’s side, wiping her head with a cool damp cloth.

When the midwife came back to the bed, she
had a tiny, blanket wrapped bundle in her arms. “What is it?” Ivy
asked, coolly.

“Oh, ’e’s a beautiful little boy,” the
midwife said in her village’s accent, beaming proudly. “With lots
and lots of bright red hair.” Ivy groaned in disgust, turning her
head away. “Take it away. I don’t want to see it,” she said
ruefully.

“But Ivy, he’s your son,” Sandrine
said, shocked at what seemed to be happening.

“I don’t want it! I don’t want it! Just
take it away,” Ivy screamed, crying and turning to bury her head in
the pillow. “I don’t want it.” Sandrine looked at the midwife who
just shrugged, nodding with her head for Sandrine to come outside
as she left the room shaking her head, taking the baby with her.
Sandrine followed, bursting into tears as soon as the door was shut
behind her.

“I knew this would happen. Ivy was
never meant to be a mother,” Malcolm said, pacing nervously over in
the corner of the hallway. He couldn’t help but hear her screaming
through the thin walls.

“It’s not fair. It’s just not fair. His
father’s dead and his mother hates him. What’ll happen to him now?”
Sandrine cried. “The poor little thing has no home. What is wrong
with her? And he’s so beautiful. Who will love him?” she cried,
putting her head on the midwife’s shoulder.

“I will,” Deck said from the corner of
the hall.

“I will, too,” Malcolm said, his hair
grown longer to cover the scar, and put his arm around his
brother.

Sandrine turned away from the midwife and
walked over to them. Jed was sitting in a chair, holding his head
in his hands. He looked up into her searching eyes and nodded.

“Yes, I will, too.”

***

“Bonjour, Madame,” the old immigration
officer at Orly Airport in Paris said, smiling as he took the
passport the woman had just handed him. “Bonjour, Monsieur,” he
nodded to the young man next to her. Suddenly, his eyes took on a
new brightness as he looked at the passport.

“Ah. Welcome home, Madame Farthing. You
have been away a long time. Your country has missed you,” he said
to Sandrine in French.

“Oui, and I have missed it, very much,”
she said back to him, glad to be speaking her own language again,
her eyes filling with tears.

The old immigration officer took the passport
from the man standing next to her. “Bonjour, Monsieur Austrailien,”
he said to Jed with a slight sneer, then reached over to peek into
the little blue blanket the woman held so delicately in her arms as
she handed him another passport.

“Ah bonjour, ma petit fils de France,
Monsieur Bram Farthing,” he said looking at the passport, nodding
and smiling at the baby boy with a head full of bright red hair.
“He will be raised a good son of France, n’est pas?” the old
inspector asked, looking up at Sandrine.

She looked at Jed for the answer. Seeing the
love in her eyes that she had for both of them, he just nodded. He
loved them both so much; she could have whatever she wanted, all
that mattered was that she was happy and that he could be near
them, wherever it was.

Sandrine looked back to the old inspector,
her face radiant. “Oui, he will be raised a good son of France,
Monsieur,” she said, the pride of new motherhood and returning home
for good seeming to make her glow.

“Tres bon! Felicitations,” the old
inspector said with a twinkle in his eye as he stamped their
passports. “Welcome home, ma petit fils de France,” he said, taking
one last look at the child and handing the passports back to Jed as
they passed through the gate.

Outside the immigration post, Jed walked
Sandrine and the baby over to a bank of seats along the exit wall.
“You rest here. I’ll go get the bags and some carts and be right
back, okay?” he said, leaning over to kiss her before heading down
the baggage claim ramp.

Sandrine was tired. The long journey to
London, then the flight to Paris combined with all the excitement
of coming home with her new baby was taking its toll. She sat down
with a sigh, looking down into the opening in the little blue
blanket. The baby’s eyes were open, turned up at the ends and such
a beautiful green; his father’s eyes.

“What a beautiful little boy,” Sandrine
heard in an American accent come from the seat beside her. She
looked up. A young girl dressed in retro style hippy clothes was
sitting beside her smiling, long dark brown hair and beautiful
green eyes; strangely familiar.

“Yes, he is. Thank you. But I guess all
mother’s think their babies are beautiful,” Sandrine said
shyly.

“Is he your first?” the girl
asked.

“Yes, and to tell you the truth, I’m a
little nervous. I want more than anything to be a good mother,”
Sandrine replied, blushing to think she could feel so open with a
stranger.

“Well, don’t you worry a bit. You’re
going to be a wonderful mother,” the girl said confidently, peeking
again into the little blue blanket then looking back up to
Sandrine.

“Do you really think so?” Sandrine
asked, a sense of peace washing over her with the comfort she got
from the girl’s words.

“Yes, I’m sure of it. You have home in
your heart. I can tell, and that’s all that really matters,” the
girl said touching Sandrine’s face lovingly.

“Sandrine, who are you talking to?”
Jed’s voice came from her other side. She turned toward
him.

“This nice girl…” Sandrine said turning
back to the seat next to her.

“What girl?” Jed said, looking at the
empty seat.

 


The End


 


 


Simon’s Song

 


We'll do it all Everything On our own We
don't need Anything Or anyone

If I lay here If I just lay here Would you
lie with me and just forget the world?

I don't quite know How to say How I feel
Those three words Are said too much They're not enough

If I lay here If I just lay here Would you
lie with me and just forget the world? Forget what we're told
Before we get too old Show me a garden that's bursting into
life

Let's waste time Chasing cars Around our
heads I need your grace To remind me To find my own

If I lay here If I just lay here Would you
lie with me and just forget the world?

Forget what we're told Before we get too old
Show me a garden that's bursting into life

All that I am All that I ever was Is here in
your perfect eyes, they're all that I can see I don't know where
Confused about how as well Just know that these things will never
change for us at all

If I lay here If I just lay here Would you
lie with me and just forget the world?

Chasing Cars,

As performed by Snow Patrol (2007)

 



 


 


Jack’s Song

 


 


Good night my angel time to close your eyes
And save these questions for another day I think I know what you've
been asking me I think you know what I've been trying to say

I promised I would never leave you And you
should always know Where ever you may go No matter where you are I
never will be far away

Good night my angel now it's time to sleep
And still so many things I want to say Remember all the songs you
sang for me When we went sailing on an emerald bay

And like a boat out on the ocean I'm rocking
you to sleep The water's dark and deep Inside this ancient heart
You'll always be a part of me

Goodnight my angel now it's time to dream
And dream how wonderful your life will be Someday your child will
cry and if you sing this lullaby Then in your heart there will
always be a part of me

Someday we'll all be gone But lullabies go
on and on They never die that's how you and I will be.

Lullaby (Goodnight My Angel),

As performed by Billy Joel

 


 


 


Mitch’s Song

 


 


Time, time, time, see what's become of me
While I looked around For my possibilities I was so hard to please
But look around, leaves are brown And the sky is a hazy shade of
winter Hear the Salvation Army Band Down by the riverside, it's
bound to be a better ride Than what you've got planned Carry your
cup in your hand And look around, leaves are brown now And the sky
is a hazy shade of winter Hang on to your hopes, my friend That's
an easy thing to say, but if your hope should pass away It's simply
pretend That you can build them again Look around, the grass is
high The fields are ripe, it's the springtime of my life Ahhh,
seasons change with the scenery Weaving time in a tapestry Won't
you stop and remember me (At any convenient time Funny how my
memory slips while looking over manuscripts Of unpublished rhyme
Drinking my vodka and lime) I look around, leaves are brown now And
the sky is a hazy shade of winter

Look around, leaves are brown There's a
patch of snow on the ground...

Hazy Shade of Winter,

written by Paul Simon (1972)

as performed by the Bangles (1987)

 


 


 


COMPANY

 


 


I spent 20 years tryin' to get out of this
place I was looking for something I couldn't replace I was running
away from the only thing I've ever known And like a blind dog
without a bone I was a gypsy lost in the twilight zone I hijacked a
rainbow and crashed into a pot of gold I've been there, done that,
I ain't looking back The seeds I've sown, saving dimes, spending
too much time on the telephone... Who Says You Can't Go Home Who
Says You Can't Go Home There's only one place that calls me one of
their own Just a hometown boy, born a rolling stone, Who Says You
Can't Go Home Who Says You Can't Go Back Been all around the world
and that's a matter of fact There's only one place left I want to
go Who Says You Can't Go Home It's alright, it's alright, it's
alright, it's alright, it's alright I went as far as I could, I
tried to find a new face There isn't one of these lines that I
would erase I left a million miles of memories on that road And
every step I take I know that I'm not alone You take the home from
the boy, but not the boy from his home These are my streets, the
only life I've ever know Who Says You Can't Go Home I've been
there, done that, I ain't looking back It's been a long, long road
Feels like I've never left, that's how the story goes It doesn't
matter where you are Doesn't matter where you go If it's a million
miles away or just a mile up the road Take it in, take it with you
when you go Who Says You Can't Go Home

Who Says You Can’t Go Home,

As performed by Bon Jovi

 


 



 


 


From The Author

 


 


For anyone who has read
Inside A Haunted Mind, you will
remember that I used quotes from philosophers through the ages to
open every chapter. I did this because I wanted the quotes to act
like a Greek chorus to highlight the complexity of the situations
and emotions portrayed.

When I sat down to write
The Digger’s Rest and created the
character of Mitchell Bramson as the son of a 1960s folksinger
(drawing on my own love for the period and all that it stood for,
including the music), I found myself humming and singing the songs
as I wrote, remembering my own growing up and how so much of the
way I viewed the world was affected by that music and decided to
use the same format; this time with a musical angle, spanning
several decades, to reflect how the character of Melanie Woodward
colors the action of everything that happens in Digger’s, again
intending it to act as a Greek chorus for the actions contained
therein.

When I sent it to my editor for an early
review, she asked me if I was sure I wanted to do it again because
it might be viewed as being my trademark. I hadn’t thought of it
that way until she said it, but upon reflection of her question, it
came to me. Yes, I was perfectly fine with anyone who reads my work
to be able to expect the added cultural levels “my trademark” would
add to anything I did, as it would never fail to layer modern
perspectives with well over 5,000 years of recorded human history
and remind us all that we are not, nor have we ever been, alone in
our struggle to understand ourselves, good and bad, right and
wrong, flawed and striving, and question where we have been and
where we are going in the hope that we would recognize ourselves as
the complex and unique creatures known as the “human beings” that
we are.

Having said that, for anyone who is not
familiar with any of the song quotes used in The Digger’s Rest, I would encourage you to use
your IPods, Cell Phones, CDs, Cassettes (or even vinyl record)
players (do whatever you can) to seek out these songs, then re-read
Digger’s, hum as you go along. Allow yourself to be as enriched,
touched, and molded by them as I have been. Some will make you
laugh, others may make you cry, but, in the end, isn’t that the
true nature of art; what makes us what we are, with the ability to
touch others and have a lasting effect on each other through time?
Trust me; these songs will stay with you long after you’ve closed
the cover.

KPM

 



 


 


The following is an excerpt from
Malone’s award-winning Book of the Year: “An Unfinished House”
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Chapter One

 


 


Cruel Magic

 


 


Mike Golden
sat quietly
on a pallet of
bagged mortar[image: tmp_ea75fe822c9a0de0bfed16ed2070d979_0o_rFb_html_m5ec8133e.gif] in the
late autumn
sun, bent over
with a
book in his
hand, his lunch
half eaten by
his side. He
heard the sound
of footsteps
come up behind
him. “Reverend Willis!”
he said, brightly
smiling as he
turned his head
to see the shiny
black face framed
with a white
collar approaching slowly
with the aid of a walking stick.

“I jus’
came by to see
how things were
goin’, Michael. Sorry
I missed you
last week. I
had a holy
roller convention in
Newark,” the
old man said
laughing. “So whatcha
readin’ this week,
son?”

“It’s called
Brideshead Revisited, by an
Englishman named Evelyn of
all things,” Mike
replied, a little
embarrassed. He’d spent
most of his
adult life
hiding from
the world the
fact that he
couldn’t get enough
English and
American literature, and
especially the
fact that
he had to
wear glasses
to do it. He
was a
contractor, after
all, rough and
tough, none too
sensitive, and dirty
most of the
time. It would
ruin his image
if anyone knew
that he was in
the middle of
reading the Modern Library’s
List of
the Top
100 Novels
of the Century.
Only Jane
really knew
about his passion
for books, and
understood how he
came by it. She
was the only
one he ever
told that it
was how he
managed to come
through the
battlefield of shouts,
slaps, bellows and
screams that was
his parents’ marriage;
hiding in the laundry
room out of the
line of fire
with a book in
his hand.

There he
discovered a world
where all he
ever had to do
to escape was to
turn the pages,
and he’d be
transported to some other
place, some other
time, become somebody
else. Otherwise, he
was pretty
successful at
his camouflage. With
his black hair
shaved, rugged features,
outdoor complexion and
big, burly build,
no one would
ever have
guessed just by
looking at
him…but the
Reverend Willis was
no fool.
He knew the
old adage
about
the eyes
being the
windows to the soul
was true.

The old
man reached
into his jacket
pocket and
pulled out
a small volume.
“I thought about
you while I
was gone,” the
Reverend said, handing
Mike the book.
“I found it in
a used book
store when I
was out one day
and couldn’t help
but get it for
you,” he said
smiling with satisfaction.
The sun behind
him made his
black-clothed figure
and skin seem
like a silhouette.
“It’s called Uncle Tom’s Cabin by
Harriet
Beecher
Stowe.”

Mike took
the book and
examined it
closely. He put
his hand out to
the Reverend
to shake. “Thank
you, Reverend,” he
said smiling, genuinely
touched by the
old man’s kindness
to him in so
many ways.

“You’ve given
so much to us
here at the
church, I wanted
to give you
somethin’ back so
you might
better understand
who we are and
how much
your help has
meant to us,”
Josiah Willis said,
putting his
hand on
Mike’s shoulder. The
old man looked
into Mike’s sincere
blue eyes, the
windows to his
soul,
remembering the
first time they
met; this big,
hulking, Aryan
Nation-looking white man
with a close
cropped black goatee
and shaved head coming up fast behind him.

The Reverend
was walking to
his car after
interviewing builders to
renovate his old
1870
church at
the local Italian
restaurant, Bella
Angelina. He remembered
how frightened he
got thinking, Oh Lord, this is it. This man
is goin’
to kill
me,
as he tried
to rush with
his walking stick
toward the
safety of
his car but
the man
was
too fast.
A moment
later the
man was upon
him. The Reverend
turned, trapped between
the man and the
car, putting up
his hands,
instinctually
defensive, almost
crying out.

“Reverend Willis?”
the big man
asked. “I’m Mike
Golden from Golden Touch
Restorations
and Renovations. Sorry
I’m late, I
almost missed you,”
Mike had
said, seemingly
oblivious to the
fact that
the
old Reverend
was obviously scared
to death of him.

The minute
he heard Mike’s
gruff voice with
its gentle inflections and
saw the almost
childlike sincerity in
his soft blue
eyes, not at
all understanding the
effect his appearance
could have on
an old black
man, Josiah Willis
breathed a
sigh of relief.
Then when he
saw Mike’s
smile, he saw
what anyone
with eyes
could see;
this big, rough
man had a
kindness about him,
an easy friendliness
and openness
that couldn’t help
but make one
take to
him instantly. They
talked outside of
the car for
awhile and Mike
gave the Reverend
his bid numbers and
sketches for the work.

Reverend Willis
hired him three
weeks later. Mike
had the lowest
bid, the best
portfolio and
the Reverend just
plain liked him.
And his choice
proved him right.
The work Mike
had done to
restore
the old church
was exceptional, giving
it back a life
it had long
lost and the
fact that
Mike hired some
of the
unemployed men
from the church
to help do the
work and teach
them a
trade at the
same time brought
Mike close into
their world. The
ladies of the
church were
always bringing
him food; Miss
Ida Mae Bovee’s
fried chicken
and biscuits her
sister, Miss
Gwynnie’s
potato
salad
and
roast
pork and
especially Sister Florence’s
fried fish,
macaroni and
cheese and greens.
The best Mike
had ever
tasted. And
every Thursday as
he knew he
could count on,
Sister Florence would
pull up into the
church
parking lot and
shout from
the car with a
large voice that
could carry across
acres. “Hi, hunee,
how’re you?”

As Mike
and the
Reverend
walked through the
recently completed work,
they came to
the back
of the large,
white, one-room church,
to the nave
behind where the
altar would be.
The back wall
to the
nave was
covered with
a multi- colored,
paint-stained tarp.
Mike left the
Reverend in
the vacant
altar space
and walked up
to the tarp,
grabbing one end
and with a
swift tug, yanked
the tarp from
the window. Reverend
Willis gasped and
took a step
back. The stained
glass window he
loved but couldn’t
afford had been
installed while he
was gone. “Oh,
Michael!” he sighed,
covering his mouth
with his hand
in awe, his
eyes filling to
overflowing.

“We can’t afford this.”

“It’s already
paid for,
Reverend,” Mike
said, walking over
to the old
man and
standing next
to him to enjoy
the beauty
of the artwork.
He put his hand
on the
Reverend’s
shoulder, grinning from
ear to
ear with pride
over his accomplishment.

“I didn’t
cut corners either,”
he said confidently.
“I got the
contractor’s ten
percent off
materials from The
Home Depot
over in Fennell
and twisted the
arms of
a few of those
starving artists over
in New Hope to
do the glass.”
Reverend Willis just
stood there, speechless
before the
sun-illuminated
window; John the
Baptist, robed in
hues of purple,
sitting on the edge
of the river,
radiant in hues
of green and
blue and staring
into the sky,
his face
bathed
in the holy
light with yellows
and oranges.

When he
recovered himself, the
Reverend looked at
Mike with such
an expression of
peace and
happiness that
Mike wanted to
take the old
man in his big
arms and hug
him.

“He’s your man, ain’t he?” Mike
asked, smiling.

“Michael, you
were surely brought
to us by God,”
the old man said
taking Mike’s big, meaty hand and shaking it
warmly.

“I’ve learned
so much, gained
so much. I
understand so much
more for having
met you and
your people, Reverend.
You’ve fed me,
cared for me
and my family.
Things I could
never have gotten
anywhere else.
Good things
that’ve made me
a better person,”
Mike said solemnly
and pulled the
copy of Uncle
Tom’s Cabin
out of his
pocket, holding
it in front of
him. The old
man smiled, nodding
as they turned
and walked in
silence back
out into the
sunlight.

The next
time they
would see
each other was
sooner than
either of them
would have expected;
only six hours
and, by then, the
world would have
come to an end
for Big Mike
Golden.

 


*****

It was
already dark
when Mike pulled
back into the
church parking lot,
his temples throbbing
and his eyes
swollen to a
squint, his mind
swimming with drugs
and flashbacks; the
police car
waiting for
him in his
driveway when
he got back to
the
17th
century farmhouse he
and Jane had
bought to
“flip” the next
year. People
were gathered on
his porch, one
in a police uniform,
the
others,
his neighbors, John
and Patty Gundersen.

Hysteria ripped
through him as
he got out of
his car and ran
towards the porch.
He could
see out of the
corner of his
eye that
Patty Gundersen
was crying.

The policeman
stepped
up. “Mr. Golden?”
the young officer
said, a grim,
pale expression on
his face.

“Yes!” Mike
shouted looking to
pass him
and get into
the house. The
young officer stopped
him.

“Mr. Golden,
I’m sorry. There’s
been an
accident.”
In his panic,
Mike hadn’t noticed
that
their second
car, the old VW
bug the kids
loved, wasn’t in
the drive. He
stopped.

“What?”

“You’re wife
has been in a
car
accident,
sir. I’m sorry,”
the young officer
said, looking to
the ground and
shaking his head. The
blood drained
from Mike’s face.
He knew what
that meant. Mike’s
mind reeled out
of control, shooting
in every direction. “My kids!” he cried
out.

Patty
Gundersen
was
standing next
to him by
then, holding him
up. “The kids
are fine,
Mike. They’re over
at our house
with ours,” she
said, tears running
down her cheeks.

“I’m so sorry, Mike,”
she said and hugged him.

Time seemed
to stop for
Michael Golden then.
The world
had just
ended. For
the next six
hours he felt
nothing and understood less.
He was just a
body going through
the motions as
he was directed
by the young
police officer and
John Gundersen; identifying
the body, signing
papers he didn’t read
and couldn’t understand.
Everything seemed to
be moving in
slow motion. Arrangements? He
couldn’t fucking think
now about arrangements.
“What the hell
are you talking
about?” he
shouted through
his tears as
he fell apart
at the hospital;
a voice
in his mind
screaming at him
in his skull, She’s dead, Michael. Jane is dead! She ran off the road and into a tree, he
kept hearing the
young officer’s voice
repeating in his
head as he got
out of the car
in the church
parking lot and
stumbled sluggishly to
the door,
fumbling in his
pocket for the
key. Where else could he go? There
was nowhere else
to go. He went
in and sat in
the front pew;
his head in his
hands, drifting. This can’t be real, Lord. Can I please wake up now?
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Other Works by K. Patrick Malone

 


An Unfinished House

Steel yourselves readers, because nothing
you have ever read can prepare you for An Unfinished House, K.
Patrick Malone’s most harrowing and uncompromising foray yet into
the darkness of both the natural and supernatural, and New York
Book Festival 2009 Fiction First Runner Up.

Michael Golden, a hard working, every day
builder and family man comes home from work one evening to find
that his shy home maker wife has been killed in a car accident
leaving him with two small children in the historic old colonial
house they’d just bought. But something no one could have ever
imagined happens when an outlaw biker arrives on his doorstep with
a secret so devastating that it rocks An Unfinished House and those
who live there to the very core of their existence; tearing the
face off of human emotion and redefining the meaning of the word
“love” with a haunting that will peel the paint off your walls and
an ending that will leave you . . .shattered.

Feel welcome, readers, come into An
Unfinished House, comforted by the smell of cinnamon baking in the
kitchen and ducks swimming on the placid lake out back. But be
warned, you will not leave the same way because, by the end,
everything you ever thought you knew about life, death and love
will have changed completely. No one comes away from Unfinished . .
untouched. And as such, the author, K. Patrick Malone and
publisher, A-Argus Books, attach a five hanky warning alert as part
of this disclaimer.

 


Beyond The Pale

From the multi-award winning novelist now
comes a collection of stories by one of modern horror’s most potent
voices. Beginning with a ghostly romance (Tableau Vivant) through
two wet hanky hauntings (ARMY BRAT and One Little Indian Boy) to
downright wickedness (Nice, little old…) and the conscience
shocking finale of the title story (Beyond the Pale), Malone once
again delivers gripping, edge-of-your seat tension reflected
through the prism of his unique brand of character driven, thought
provoking spookery. So settle in, readers, put your feet up in your
most comfortable chair on a stormy night or by a roaring fire, and
be inextricably drawn into the shadowy emotional funhouse of
America’s Master of the Macabre. But be warned, grab the safety bar
and hold on tight, because once the ride begins there will be no
turning back until the very last white knuckled word.

 


Inside a Haunted Mind

Small town police Chief, Terry Chagford is
dying . . . of fright. The evil he thought he'd destroyed when he
burned down the old Victorian house on the edge of town is back and
it is after him. . . but not only him. It also wants Martin
Welliver, the World Trade Center survivor he'd dragged from a car
in the river not long before. Welliver, in an unfortunate twist of
fate, bought the house hoping to find peace and quiet from a
violent and uncaring world only to act as a conduit to revive the
evil waiting for someone like him to give it life. But what do the
Mah Jong tiles and dreams of murder have to do with it all? What is
the link between the house and the old woman with the Mah Jong tile
bracelet? Chagford is a man riddled with personal demons. With his
growing thirst for alcohol, increasing dependence on pain killers
and bouts of crippling depression, could it be that it is all just
the terrifying sum of his crumbling mind? And why can he not get it
out of his mind?

 


The Diggers Rest

Following his successful best-seller “Inside
a Haunted Mind,” K. Patrick Malone delivers a new spine-chilling
exploration into the macabre. A worthy successor to King, James,
Jackson and Lee, Malone is comfortably situated at the pinnacle of
his profession. From the pen of horror’s best-selling author, K.
Patrick Malone, comes another blood-curdling excursion into the
eerie world of the unknown.

King Arthur was just a fairy tale king. Or
was he? Demons and evil spirits are just fables to scare children.
Or are they. Do you dare find out?

Southwest England is the setting as Malone
sends his motley team of art archaeologists to explore a
long-concealed medieval castle ruins in search of the legendary
King Arthur. What they uncover, however, is a legend much older,
much more mind-rending and soul-shredding than anything anyone
could have conceived.

As with all of Malone’s works, this latest
will mesmerize readers and keep them on the very edge of their
seats until the last haunting word in an ending that defies
belief.

 


The House At Miller’s Court

“The Bookend Masterpiece to last year’s
award-winning An Unfinished House, K. Patrick Malone has created
the perfect companion read in The House at Miller’s Court.”

Readers can now add Head Football Coach
George Lathero to Malone’s Terry Chagford (Inside a Haunted Mind),
Mitchell Bramson (The Digger’s Rest) and Michael Golden (An
Unfinished House) as the most memorable protagonists in recent
horror literature. Big, handsome All American George and his pretty
new wife, Renee, try to revive their lives and their loves when the
move into the Civil War reconstruction manor house called Miller’s
Court with her fourteen year old son, Robin, George’s troublesome,
party-boy brother, Will, and Renee’s cancer-surviving Tammy Wynette
era mother, Vivian. All seems to be glorious for them, finally
happy for the first time in their lives, until Renee calls George
at work one day with ominous words. “George, Robin’s has a fever,”
sparking a journey of love and loss, guilt and shame for them all
as each are confronted by the ghosts within themselves. But why is
Robin burning? Uncontrollable temperatures leave doctors baffled
and lead George Lathero into a life changing redefinition of the
meaning of “Father Love” for a son that his not his own.

Once again, Malone has created an ensemble
of indelible characters and a thought-provoking haunting that will
leave readers on the edge of their seats, gasping as secrets are
revealed and leading to an ending that is nothing less than. . .
incendiary.

“Don’t cry, George. It’s only thunder.”
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Winner of more awards in the horror category
than any small press author in history, K. Patrick Malone never
ceases to amaze. His spine-tingling tales of terror in his novel
Inside a Haunted Mind was only exceeded by his second into the
excursion of mind-numbing horror in The Diggers’ Rest. Just when it
seemed that Malone had reached the pinnacle of horror, he surpassed
himself with yet another masterpiece, An Unfinished House. Surely
that had to be THE ONE, but no! In his best yet, The House at
Miller’s Street, Malone has ascended to the top of his profession,
among the best writers of the 21st century.
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